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  Northern Winters are Murder


  PROLOGUE: A SUMMER NIGHT


  Neutral tones dissolved white into black. Clouds of tarnished pewter hid the moon. Not even a whisper of wind feathered the lake, its glassy surface catching the reflected light. Twinklings of cottages rimmed the crater lake like stubborn fallen stars. There was a brief splash as a merganser duck led her paddling brood to shelter, the smallest perched on her wide back, struggling for purchase.


  On a shelf of shimmering granite beside the water, a girl knelt, spilling the liquid crystal over her hands. Dressed in a simple white chemise, a slip perhaps, she crooned to herself, oblivious to the hum of ravenous mosquitos unfettered by the still night. Her hands crumpled the lacy needles of a tiny cedar sprouting from a rock cleft, and she brushed the rich perfume into her long hair. A dark, irregular pattern spread across the lap of her dress, or was that a trick of light?


  From the house far above floated the strains of a violin concerto, Paganini, the rippling, fluid tones of Itzhak Perlman. The girl nodded her head to the music. Sudden silence, then a raucous country tune faded in and out, interrupted by static. The radio snapped off, replaced by a hurried conversation.


  “I don’t know. She’s not in her room.”


  “Find her. The way she has been acting...shouldn’t have been left alone.”


  Footsteps sounded on the stairs, tentative at first, then heavy and deliberate across a wooden platform to the granite shelf. “Come inside. It’s late.” A hand reached out to her, and the girl swayed as she stood. At last the moon found a chink in the drifting clouds and dyed the dress burgundy with the intrusion of a single frame of technicolour.


  “Oh, my God. What have you...?”


  She took the arm, leaning against it, and struggled to walk, blinking at the face as if emerging from a dream, or entering, confused and delighted, stunned and saved at one gesture. Her lips moved as she counted. She climbed the stairs, resting every three steps and sank to her knees at the top, where other hands reached out. The warbling sob of a loon echoed across the lake.


  ONE


  The Ojibwas called it Crust-on-the-Snow Moon, the full moon of the coldest month in a climate which suffered no fools. Technology had tried to even the odds, but people in Northern Ontario knew the illusory line between safety and danger. Snug behind triple-glazed windows, Belle Palmer scanned the lake to watch the bloodless sky ghost surrender to the sun. At -28° Celsius, this February morning was dead quiet. No loons ululating, no rain pelting from the eaves, no crickets chirping on the hearth or anywhere else.


  The harsh growl of a snow machine near the deck caught her in a customary T-shirt, spoiled by the woodstove which warmed the house like a bakery. She yanked on sweat pants, opened the door, and was shoved aside as her German shepherd charged at a tall figure in a snowmobile suit. Then the man removed his helmet and the dog, transformed from attack to welcome mode, waggled up for a pet. “Hey, Freya, didn’t you recognize me?” he asked.


  “Jim Burian, you cowboy,” said Belle. “Only the young and strong and crazy would be out in this. I haven’t seen you since Thanksgiving dinner at your mom’s.”


  “I guessed that you were up. The smoke looked like a fresh morning fire. Shouldn’t have gone out at this temperature, but I counted on stopping here on the way to the lodge.” He cocked a thumb at a boy throwing snowballs for Freya in the driveway. “The kid’s turning blue, too, though he won’t admit it.” He dropped his heavy boots at the door and called, “Come in here, Ted, before your nose falls off.”


  “Coffee’s on. And I’ve got cocoa, too.” Though Belle disliked unannounced visitors, Jim she could talk with eight days out of seven. Ethical, hard-working, completely without pretensions, the Burians were golden currency in the region. Years ago she had discovered his family’s lodge at Mamaguchi Lake with its friendly charm. He’d been having trouble with grade ten English when they first met, so with her literature background she’d tutored him as a favour; then they had become good friends. Twenty-three now, having spent a few years as a Katimivik volunteer in the Hudson Bay area, he was a crack wilderness instructor who paddled the local canoe routes like the familiar streets of a neighbourhood. His course at Shield University was demanding most of his time, so they hadn’t talked much since the summer.


  “Jeez, what a sauna! Strip tease,” he said, peeling off the suit, two sweaters and a pair of wool pants, leaving him in the same outfit as Belle, her mirror image, give or take twenty years. His face, chafed by the cold, had filled out from a gangly adolescence and recalled a young Tony Perkins. He brushed a hand through his thick, curly brown hair and got comfortable on the sofa. Just one flaw marred his even features, the traces of a harelip operation, camouflaged by sprouts of a new mustache. At age three he had been sent to Toronto for reconstructive surgery, and a more recent operation had repaired facial nerve damage. His crooked smile didn’t match his innocent presentation.


  Ted, a younger version of Jim, happily retreated with Belle to her computer room, carrying a plate with toast and peanut butter, a mug of cocoa and a hint book to the game “Grim Fandango”. When she returned, Jim was sipping his coffee with obvious relief and rubbing his stockinged feet back to life. “Selling any properties lately? Or is the market quiet?” he asked.


  Belle pursed her lips in mock despair. “With Madame Quebec’s constant threat to leave the marriage bed, nervous interest rates and depressed nickel prices, not much is moving.” The International Nickel Company, aka Mother Inco, had been until recently the town’s major employer.


  As Jim leafed through Canadian Geographic, jade-green eyes reflecting the sun pouring in through the walls of six-foot windows, Belle engineered a giant omelet filled with chopped artichoke hearts and mozzarella. With a quiver of guilt and some minor salivation, she ripped open a package of hollandaise sauce mix. “Been saving this for someone special. You’re not a high-cholesterol time bomb yet, are you, laddie?” He shook his head. “Good, because after this concoction, your arteries will need an ice auger!”


  Minutes later, they forked into the fluffy pillows of egg, oozing with mellow cheese and golden sauce, exchanging appreciative smiles instead of words. Finally, Jim slowed up enough to mention that his family had opened the lodge only a few weeks ago. “Too cold in January to bother. Seven weeks of -35° each night and -25° by day. This winter no one’s going to get his money’s worth from that megabuck snowmobile trail pass. Why don’t you come on up and see us?”


  “I’d like to check out your new hunt camp, too, just value my toes and fingers too much. Where is the place?”


  “About ten miles north of our lodge, Larder Lake area.” He rummaged through his suit and unfolded a topographic map. “Right here. Has a great stream, even runs all winter so I don’t have to melt the snow. I’ve been recording virgin pines in the area, hoping to get evidence to prevent that new park from being built.”


  “Yes, I was sick to hear about such a stupid proposal. Tell me what you learned. Put me on the inside track.”


  He gave her an unusually dark and serious look which surprised her. “It’s an ecological disaster in the making. You know that country, Belle. Those dirt roads the tourists will use cross some pretty sensitive areas. It’s on the edge of the only big tree country within fifty miles. We’re having a rally at Shield, March 15. I hope you can come.”


  “I’ll spread the word to my neighbours. None of us wants any more activity on Lake Wapiti. We like living twenty miles from the nearest convenience store. It concentrates the mind.” Belle spooned up the last drop of hollandaise. “Well, on to happier topics. How’s Melanie?” She wiggled her finger under her nose. “And very fetching, by the way, but is it Gable or Hitler?”


  A blush crossed his face as he gave a cover-up cough and shifted his feet. “Couldn’t be better. Melanie’s in the nursing program, so we see each other for lunch or coffee. Study at night together, too. I took her on some of the old canoe routes in the early fall. Remember the Elk Lake loop?”


  “When it rained for five straight days, and I nearly got hypothermia? I’ll say. We should have stayed in camp, except that we were tired of salty rice and noodle dinners and the same Agatha Christie novel. I’d read a page, rip it off, and toss it in the fire to lighten my load,” she said, laughing.


  Jim pushed back his empty plate, wiped clean with toast. “Boy, can she carry a pack! Forty pounds is no problem.” He rotated his coffee cup in reflection. “Taught that city girl everything she knows about the woods. Call me Caliban, the monster of the forest. ‘I’ll show thee the best springs; I’ll pluck thee berries; I’ll fish for thee and get thee wood enough.’ ”


  Belle realized how much Jim had matured in the last few years. His parents had confided that as a boy he had been so insecure, especially with strangers, that he had refused to meet anyone’s gaze. “I see you remember the Shakespeare we read for your grade twelve finals. I thought that you hated it.”


  He nodded at the reference.


  “Besides,” she went on, “Caliban was my favourite. He had substance, and he smelled out hypocrisy. Miranda was so boring with all that ‘Brave new world’ stuff.” The back of her hand swept over her forehead in a stage gesture.


  Jim’s smile widened as the sun brightened the room. “I’m happy with Melanie. We’re so easy together, so easy that it’s a miracle.”


  Belle knew him well enough not to pry further about his plans; he guarded his privacy like a Cayman Islands bank account number.


  He downed the last gulp of coffee. “Got to go now, but how about a tour? I haven’t seen your house since it was framed.”


  “The computer room,” she said, leading him down the hall, following the salsa beat as Manny Calavera, travel agent for the dead, voyaged to the Underworld to save his client. Needing no help, Ted was operating the controls like a pro, flipping through Manny’s inventory, manipulating his scythe.


  “If you’re short on ideas for my Christmas present,” Ted said to his brother, “this would be great.”


  Belle cleared her throat. “I, uh, got the system more for the information connections. Our business webpage, too. I belong to several forums, tropical fish, mystery, classic films. But don’t ask about alt.sex. It might as well be old.sox at my age.”


  “I’d kill for an Internet account at school. Our research facilities are pretty feeble,” Jim replied.


  Belle escorted him to the TV room where she trained her Chaparral system on Ted Turner’s sanity-saving TNT classic film network. “How long have you had your satellite dish?” he asked. “It’s quite the piece of art on the dock.”


  “Ha! Art would be cheaper. The cement base was poured in September, but I finally saved enough this month to add the electronics. Too bad aerial reception is so poor out here. Cable’s a century away. Maybe man wasn’t meant to live in the boonies.”


  On a sturdy stand by the window, her fish family splashed in their fifty-gallon aquarium, bumping the glass in hungry frustration. She turned off the pump, sprinkled on some dried shrimp and dropped in a few food tablets. “It’s always Tanganyika or the Amazon rainforest for these lucky brats,” Belle said. Mac, the African knifefish, paraded his spots, eight on one side and thirteen on the other. Li’l Pleco, the plecostemus, leisurely rolled onto his back to suck food from the surface like a boat turned turtle, confident that a stray pellet would drift into his sucker maw in payment for rasping the algae from the tank. In contrast, Hannibal the needlefish lurked at the top in imaginary weeds. Prisoner of his genes, he ate only live prey and had been spoiled by the summer’s excellent minnows, now reduced to an occasional goldfish. “He was a #2 pencil, now he’s a pregnant Orson Welles,” Belle said.


  After the tour, Jim reassembled his clothes with a sigh. “Hate to go back into that cold, but I think I’m stoked enough to ward off frostbite for the half hour to the lodge. Thanks for the meal. Drop by if you can. I’ll be out at the hunt camp during break week to work on my paper.” He started to fasten his helmet, then paused. “Say, I wanted to ask. Have you seen any small planes around the lake, seen lights in the night?”


  Belle cocked her head, trying to recall. “Maybe once. I thought it was a fluke because I know they’re not allowed to land after dark without instrumentation. What’s up?”


  “Nothing good.” He rubbed Freya’s ears, and the dog gave an imitation of a purr. “I spend a lot of time in the bush, especially at odd hours coming back from the hunt camp. I’ve heard small prop jobs at night and seen signs of ski landings on Obabika, Stillwell, places no one should be.”


  “See any people?”


  “Are you kidding? They’re in and out in minutes. And why go there anyway? Those lakes are way off the main trails, too shallow for fish. It’s a transfer, Belle, and I’m talking about drugs. What else?”


  She nodded. “Used to be that was just an American problem. Then a big city problem. Everything’s twenty years late up here. We’ve been lucky.”


  Jim’s hands trembled as he pulled on his mitts, and his voice grew cold. “They’re going after kids now. Ted’s in grade nine, for God’s sake, and several of his classmates have used that junk. If anyone ever tried to turn him on, I’d take care of them.” He punched his fist into his leather gauntlet. “I love that little guy.”


  Ted had to be pulled from his game, but he thanked Belle before he left, which earned him an approving wink from his big brother.


  As the machine faded into the distance, Belle found herself worrying about this new side of Jim, a personal rage against drugs. If she read him correctly, serious anger was not an emotion he’d had to deal with much in the past. Well, he was a grown man now, not a high school student. Shrugging off her concern, she beamed into the weather channel. It always cheered her to see that compared to the Arctic, her world was relatively tropical. It was -45° in Rankin Inlet up in Hudson Bay, -40° in Resolute, and a whopping -48° in Iglulik. For a sweet minute she felt toasty...until she noticed a monster blizzard sweeping down from Superior. Another day of grace before the plowing would resume.


  The phone rang, and a grizzly voice asked, “How about a run to Mamaguchi Sunday? It’s me, Rocket Man.” Her neighbour, Ed DesRosiers, had just sold his plumbing business and retired. She envied Ed his racy new Phazer snowmobile with its killer headlamp housing sitting up like a beacon. It was as unlikely a machine for a fat old coot with a dickey hip as it was for a sort-of-middle-aged woman hourly expecting arthritis.


  “Why not? There’s a storm on the way, but it should clear by then.”


  “Come out to the ice hut around ten. Only ling biting, but it helps to pass the time. Hélène’s going to early-bird bingo, but she’s making a batch of tourtières.”


  Belle’s neighbours were few, especially after the cottages closed up for the winter. Those hardy souls who wintered over were well-bonded, tolerating each other’s idiosyncrasies in exchange for the loan of a handy tool, an egg or cup of milk, some gas, a newspaper or videotape, and most importantly, a watchful eye for strangers. In this primitive cooperative, one person was good with electricity, another with pumps, another with snow machines; one had a plow, one had a backhoe and one handed around fresh vegetables or fish.


  Hanging up, she heard a deep rumble from the main road, probably the wood she had ordered. Usually ten or twelve cords handled the vicious winters, but the record cold had melted her pile to a few odd ends of junk cedar harvested from her acre lot, stuff that went up like cotton and lasted about as long. Several calls had finally located a supply of “dry” maple. Green wood, seasoned less than eight to nine months, gave no heat and was difficult to light. Of course, she had propane back-up, but she wasn’t about to shell out five hundred dollars a month to Cambrian Fuels if she could avoid it.


  Down the driveway, scraped to satin by Ed and his plow, bumped an ancient dump truck. A young lad, cigarette in mouth, jumped out before he realized that Freya was slavering after him. He leaped for the cab. “Whoa! Call your dog, lady.” Belle reserved this ploy for new tradesmen. Ninety pounds of hairy muscle rampaging like a rabid wolf discouraged unwelcome callers. Ever the tease, Freya could be depended upon to veer off at the last minute, but the uninitiated rarely stood still long enough to discover this for themselves.


  “Sorry. I’ll get her.” She led the barking dog inside, tapping her gently on the head and scolding her for effect.


  A tutored glance showed that the wood was seasoned maple, a good sixteen inches, not short-cut like the townies with pretty stoves wanted. “Over here, please.” Belle pointed at a cleared space near some pallets. “Watch the telephone and hydro lines.” When the pneumatic lift pumped up, the driver opened the tailgate, the wood crashed down and the door clanged shut.


  The boy walked over, presenting a paper. “Five cords of dry maple. Sixty a cord comes to three hundred and tax of forty-five.”


  Belle caught his eye and arched her brow. “Cash?” Two-thirds of Canadians admitted to avoiding the onerous provincial and federal sales taxes. The underground economy was alive and well even if the primary one was still ailing.


  “Sure. Three hundred even,” he said without flinching and accepted the three crisp brown bills she withdrew from her parka. He surveyed the mammoth deck to the endless lake beyond. “What a great spot. Wish I could live here. Do a bit of fishing.” He paused and seemed to be counting the windows. “Big family?”


  Belle was ready. “Oh, several of us. And a hungry dog,” she added. Taking the hint, he inhaled a last meditative drag, and soon the guttural chug of the motor faded into the distance. Isolated places were free Wal-Marts for thieves. It helped to have a vehicle visible at all times, even a junker, so she let Ed leave his plow truck by the propane tank to free up his small parking area.


  Later that evening, just before she packed Spenser away (poor man was on a heavy case in tropical San Diego; did people get paid for working there?), Belle thought she heard a plane. She stepped out onto the mini-deck off her second floor master suite and tried to home in on the sound. The temperature was back to -30°, and the trees were snapping like rifle shots. Though the moon illuminated the white surfaces and the house lights radiated across the lower deck, a steady snow was beginning to obscure visibility. She turned her head slowly, shutting her eyes to concentrate. Too low and too noisy for a regular airport flight. It came closer, so much so that she ducked involuntarily. A small cream Cessna ski-plane landed and taxied to her dock, where the dish sat collecting snow. Was the guy crazy? Belle threw on a heavy coat, boots and hat and followed her snowmobile path to the lake.


  “Good thing I saw your dish,” a man said, getting out of the plane and letting the motor idle. “Where’s Dan? Place sure don’t look like a lodge.”


  Belle propped her hands on her hips and yelled over the engine noise. “What are you talking about?”


  The man squinted at the house while the snow danced circles around his waist. “Say, isn’t this...” He wheeled as he bit off the words and climbed back into the cockpit, throttling up and off in a swirl. She watched him fly down the lake until he disappeared in the shrouded darkness. Too small for instrumentation gear, yet he hadn’t seemed low on fuel or in trouble. She made a note to call Steve Davis, a detective on the Sudbury Force. Besides, Steve owed her a dinner.


  TWO


  For once, the predictions had been accurate. The vicious storm which had buffeted the area left behind perfect conditions for snowmobiling, only -15° C with lots of fresh powder. Across the lake nestled pockets of fog, trapped in the line of low hills, a parfait of white and green to burn off in the bright daylight. The dog looked up expectantly. “Next time, Freya,” Belle promised. “I’m going too far today.”


  Winter fought fairly on its own primitive terms: strap on cross country skis or snowshoes, or drive a snow machine. Sudbury’s graying population of retirees from the mining industry was well-represented, since the “sport” required little more than a strong right thumb and a resistance to cold; youth and muscle were secondary advantages unless breaking trail or attempting aerial stunts. Belle’s compact red Yamaha Bravo 250 lacked the benedictions of reverse gear, instrumentation, automatic start or cushy suspension, but she had installed handwarmers, a cheap but blissful fix. The dependable Volkswagen of the snow machine world got her where she wanted to go, and better yet, allowed her to view the scenery instead of just an eye-watering blur.


  Freya moped in the computer room, her ample poundage curled up impossibly in her “cheer,” a stuffed plaid monstrosity shredded by long-gone cats and banished from polite company. Remaining there through the tempting aromas of bacon frying and toast browning signalled a grade-A sulk. Despite the pats and nuzzles, the dog pointedly ignored her, turning her head in a classic snub. Belle buried her face in the thick neck hair, inhaling the comforting smell of a clean, healthy animal. “Back in the Cro-Magnon caves, girl, you’d have kept me warm and safe, fleas aside,” she said as Freya finally sighed in resignation.


  Can’t let a dog run your life, Belle told herself, collecting her gear: long red “thunderwear,” T-shirt, sweater, sweat pants, a versatile woollen cowl, felt-pack Kodiak boots and the bulky snowmobile suit. Dressing in deep winter seemed like running a Mobius strip, so she left everything in layers and piles, burrowing in and out with acquired skill. Under her helmet and face shield she wore a balaclava; heavy mitts which reached up her arm completed the outfit. The luggage container held extra oil, topographic maps, spark plugs, tools, lighter and a sinister pick designed for escape from a fall through the ice, useful in summer for preparing ice chips for drinks. Her survival gear, which included a tube tent, thermal blanket, rope, flare and chocolate, stayed permanently in the rear carrier.


  Except for a few islands and its southern shore where Belle lived, most of Lake Wapiti was undeveloped Crown land or First Nations Reserve. Scientific opinion had called it the site of a meteor crater, a smaller version of the meteor bomb which had christened the Sudbury basin “Nickel Capital of the World.” Roughly eight miles in diameter, a crude circle, the lake was over three hundred feet deep in the centre. In winter, the sleeping giant opened onto thousands of miles of snowmobiling trails, stretching north to James Bay, east to Quebec and west to Manitoba and Michigan. It was an amazing secondary transportation network, complete with signage, restaurants and motels, slipping through small towns happy to snag the tourists in winter. Teenagers in outlying districts drove the machines to school, often following hydro tower trails to avoid the roads.


  Since the day was clear, the sand cliffs or “Dunes” at the North River loomed sharply. This tributary had played a vital role in the lumber trade at the turn of the century. Millions of board feet of pine, oak and maple had floated down it, bypassing rapids via wooden plank runways called “flumes.” The logs were gathered near the river mouth to be transported by a narrow gauge railway straight to town. Much of the wood had rebuilt Chicago after the fire. Within a ten-mile radius of the original smelter in adjacent Copper Cliff, the acid fumes of the open pit nickel smelting, which continued until 1928, had destroyed the remaining growth. Once the vegetation vanished, the fragile topsoil ran down the hills, leaving the notorious moonscape where astronauts came to train.


  In a long-overdue response to the ecological disaster, not to mention the embarrassing publicity, forces from industry, government and the community had joined to arrest and repair the damage. The erection of the 1250 foot Superstack in 1972, aggressive liming and reseeding (“Rye on the Rocks”) and summer programs which hired students to plant thousands of trees had started coaxing the shell-shocked landscape back to life. It was a slow process, but by the nineties, black was becoming green again.


  Stopping at a pressure ridge where the ice plates collided to form sinister hedges, Belle searched for a safe passage around the weak spots. No one was in danger of going through on such a massive lake, though. Most drownings occurred farther south when novices pressed the season’s start or finish, or on smaller lakes where springs ran all winter, even at 35 below. The year’s snowmobile death toll stood at forty in Ontario, most from crashes into fences, rockcuts, other machines and even trains. She passed one ice hut village and drove on to the next, where trucks and cars were gathered round, chimneys puffed out warmth and hardy children flew Canadian flag kites in the stiff breeze. Although a few lone huts parked over personal hot spots, most people preferred togetherness over privacy. Ice fishing was a social event complete with card games, meals and matching beverages. At the shack beside the customized Phazer reading “Rocket Man” on the hood, she cut her engine and knocked at the plywood door. Inside, his feet propped up near a small tin stove, sat Ed DesRosiers, warming half a tourtière on an aluminum pie plate. A freshly opened pack of Blue Light made her shake her head, but only one bottle had been opened.


  “Ready to go?” Belle asked as she settled into a battered lawn chair next to one of the holes, jigging the bait and peering down a turquoise crystalline tunnel of ice to the waterworld below. Raising a polite eyebrow at Ed, she broke off a piece of the meat pie, sinking her teeth with satisfaction through the flaky lard pastry to the spicy filling seasoned with a touch of nutmeg, Hélène’s signature.


  “Let me pack up and get my duds on. Got to run this brew back to the house so’s it don’t freeze. Fire’s nearly out,” he said.


  Behind the carton of beer, a yellow-brown form with black mottling lay still on the floor, chin whiskers and tubular nostrils giving it a prehistoric look. Belle felt a small shudder. “Ugh. Talk about the Creature from the Black Lagoon. What in God’s name is that thing?”


  Ed finished his bottle with a happy burp. “Cod’s name, you mean. Freshwater, otherwise known as ling. My grandpère used to call it burbot, mud fish. Lots of people throw them back on account they aren’t so pretty, but they’re tasty—white and flaky flesh. Smoked is even better.” He stroked his catch with affection and tucked it into his carrier. “No scales to speak of, but the skin is some tough.”


  “Say it’s trout if you serve it to me. I don’t want to know.”


  Shortly after, they gunned up the steep hill to the top of the Dunes, sand base exposed from the traffic. Accessible by an old logging road in the summer, the Dunes had served for decades as an unofficial park where locals planted their trailers Newfie-style to enjoy the beaches and the fishing. The proposed development would bring thousands of tourists from crowded Southern Ontario, as well as the United States, at a high cost to the environment. “Sad to see this wilderness disappear if that plan goes through,” Belle said as she flipped up her facemask. “We’ve had this bush to ourselves for so long. The casual camping is dangerous, though, especially because of the fires. That should have been stopped years ago. No manpower for patrols, I guess.”


  “You can say that again,” Ed said. “I see them bonfires clear across the lake June to August. Let the wind come up and she could burn every hectare between here and North Bay, never mind how many water bombers they keep at the airport.”


  “Last year, when that big one hit at Chapleau, you could smell the smoke across the province. And on a clear day a charred birch leaf dropped onto my lawn like a silent message,” Belle said, remembering the filigreed threads, a telegram of gray lace.


  “Lotta money for somebody, though. Killarney’s full up all summer. Crazy fools in Toronto willing to drive three, four hours on weekends just to get out of the Big Smoke. The lodge owners will do a fancy business in boat rentals, not to mention food, booze and bait. The Beaverdam, Dan Brooks’ place on the lower east shore. That’s the nearest.”


  “I wouldn’t care if the Beave closed up forever,” Belle said with a snarl. “Its traffic goes right by my house, one pee stop away. Two a.m. on weekends, I’ll bet ten or fifteen guys stop at my dish like a landmark, yelling to each other and roaring their motors so loud I need a second set of earplugs. Anyway, I heard Brooks was going under. His old dump hasn’t had a facelift since his father built it.”


  “Funny,” Ed said, “because Paolo told me that his nephew was hired last summer to build new cabins. At least ten. Would have to mean a big septic system, too. That’ll cost.”


  They gazed up the frozen North River, more inviting than a hilly trail, but too undependable for travel with its treacherous currents beneath the smooth snow. “Stumps show where the old bridge used to be,” Ed pointed. “Great place for pickerel. Those Belcourts who drowned were fishing there when the storm came up. One boat went to the shore; the other fool went straight across.”


  “What happened? That was before my time.”


  Ed shook his head as if he wondered how anyone could have been so stupid. “New motor was too big. That’s how they tipped. Then night hit and no one could go after them. Had to stay with the overturned boat, and you know how cold this bugger lake is. Only the two kids left by dawn. And the poor old aunt never come up.” A common rumour had it that the chill and depth of the water often kept corpses from surfacing.


  The Drift Busters Club Bombardier groomer (“Your trail pass money at work”) chugged by. A tall tank with a heated cab, it inched along on huge treads. Sometimes Belle watched it creeping across the lake at night, a powerful beam reaching out like a cyclops eye. Now the trail to the lodge was level and wide, offering ample room for seeing around tricky corners. There was a speed limit, but how could a few volunteer marshalls enforce it on endless wilderness trails? And snowmobile horsepower had risen dramatically thanks to the competition for market share. Belle’s Bravo 250 was a baby; 650cc was common, and trade magazines reported that the new Thundercat 1000 was capable of over 180 km/h on a lake. The weekend before, two riders had collided on Lake Nipissing, sending up a fifty-foot flame on impact which had melted their expensive full-face helmets.


  Once underway, the pair passed through the typical Boreal forest at a steady pace. Stretching across Canada, Russia and Scandinavia, this hardy microclimate consisted of deciduous aspen, balsam poplar and white birch as well as the conifers, white and black spruce, tamarack, balsam fir and lodgepole, and jack pine. Since Sudbury also skirted the southern forest, the spectacular hues of maple, oak and yellow birch hardwoods painted the fall like an artist’s palette.


  Half an hour later, into the Mamaguchi territory, pines three feet thick towered over cathedrals of spruce and cedars bent by heavy snow. A chickadee flock rustled the birch bark for grubs and the pads of a lynx pair crossed the trail and exited in lengthening strides after the tell-tale triple prints of a rabbit. An arrow with a large happy face marked the turn for the Burians’ lodge.


  Finally they reached a tiny clump of log buildings dwarfed by massive pines on the shore of a long, narrow lake. Ted, with a fat black Lab ambling around him, was unloading jerry cans of gas from a Bombardier hauler. The small lodge sold fuel to those too lazy to carry their own, but at a high premium. A dollar-sixty a litre, nearly eight dollars a Canadian gallon. The gas and provisions had to be lugged eighty kilometres from town, including the last twenty by sledge on a snowmobile trail. “How many last weekend at the poker run, Ted?” Ed asked, cutting his engine.


  “We fed over a hundred,” the boy said proudly. “Mom was stirrin’ up spaghetti out of everything she could find.”


  Belle gave the dog, Tracker, a quick pet as she and Ed shed their helmets and heavy jackets before entering the small main building. Inside were a large kitchen, a dining room with a homemade industrial drum woodstove and four pine tables, and the entrance to a sleeping nook for the family. High over the stove hung a simple but effective clothes dryer: a metal bed frame for wet mittens, scarves and boot felts. A black bear head with whimsical antlers bore a brass plate reading “Old Ned, 1982.”


  Mrs. Burian greeted them, face flushed from the steam and flour dusting her apron.


  “Hello, Meg. I finally made it. What’s cooking?” asked Belle.


  “Spaghetti, garlic bread and apple crisp, with plenty of country cream to fatten you up, Ed, from my brother’s dairy in New Liskeard,” the woman replied as Ed snapped his suspenders. Her gray hair was yanked into a sensible bun, but in her dervish toils, wet tendrils framed her face. Belle had rarely seen her sitting; if she weren’t preparing food or cleaning, she was hanging washing out to freeze-dry. A minute later Meg plopped two chipped, steaming mugs before them.


  “Jim stopped by and told me to get myself up here,” Belle said. “He seems to be doing well at the university. You must be proud of him.”


  She had hit the right chord. Meg’s face lit up like a generous April sun, hands framing her ample hips. “Likes his course in Forestry Management real fine. All As last semester. Right now he’s at one of our hunt camps to write up some project. Had the big storm, so I guess he’s taking his time getting back. Sunday supper, he’ll make it. Moose stew’s his favourite.”


  “What do you people think about that new park?” Belle asked her as two more snowmobilers came in with a rush of cold.


  Meg opened up the stove and tossed a birch log into the flickering flames. “None of us is too happy, I guess, more people, more trash, more problems. In the summer, of course, it might bring canoe trade, but that’s our vacation time. And then there’s the pictographs.” She pointed to some black and white photographs on the wall which outlined vaguely human shapes, stars, circles and crosses on a rock face. “Ben took me up there canoeing on our honeymoon. Better than Niagara Falls. Those red ochre images have been on that old Champlain canoe route since God knows when but won’t last long now, people get to rubbing at them. Jim tell you about that rally at the university?”


  “Sounds like a good idea for us cottagers to go, too. It’s rush hour every Saturday night the Beaverdam is open. The noise never stops,” said Belle as she and Ed dug into the spaghetti. Alphabet letters dotted the tangy sauce, but it tasted sublime. And the dessert surpassed all promises, thick swirls of cream over tart apples.


  As they paid the token five dollars each, Belle asked after Ben. Meg opened the door and peered out, shielding her eyes from the reflected sun off the snow. “Here comes Pop. Took the sled over to the ridge to pick up some down-and-dead.” In certain wilderness areas, the Ministry issued permits to harvest fallen trees and widow-makers.


  “So where have you been? First time all year,” Ben said, hitting the kill switch on the small sled designed for light bush work. He picked up an axe and lifted a five-gallon gas can over his shoulder. “Loading up on Mom’s special, I’ll bet.” A lean sixty, his face tanned and creased from outdoor work at the small lodge on weekends, Ben had retired early from Falconbridge, Inco’s little brother, a mining corporation. He passed a few minutes with Belle and Ed complaining about the weather.


  “Don’t go yet,” Meg called as she ran up bearing a small jar wrapped in a calico cloth. “Wild gooseberry jam. Jim picked me a bounty last summer, and I forgot to give you one at Thanksgiving.” Belle thanked her and wedged the jar firmly into the carrier.


  “I could have stood a nap after that meal,” Ed said.


  “No wonder Hélène calls you an old bear.”


  The slap of -10° C revitalized them as they topped up the machines from a carrier jug. Ed and Belle had marked a trail north through a ridge system, down through Laura Lake and back to Wapiti. After a half hour, they stopped at an unusual pine loop. “Might make a good picture,” she said. Then they noticed a track snaking into the bush. Not many drivers left the main routes, and with good reason. Without a snowshoe path, machines had rough going breaking trail, especially on fresh, heavy snow. Travelling unbroken lakes was even riskier, since a layer of melt often lurked under the pristine snow blanket. Yet it looked sooooo good, so tempting, that a rider just had to make a track across, put his mark on the landscape, cut the birthday cake. A machine could, however, be trapped in this treacherous slush until a freeze allowed its owner to round up burly friends to chop it out of the ice. Rescue by helicopter was an expensive proposition. “Looks firm enough. Trapper’s cabin? Good fishing hole?” Ed wondered as he backed up, then revved his engine like a young kid. “Might lead somewhere interesting. Want to have a go?”


  “Why not? It’s only two o’clock,” Belle said. “At the first sign of a problem we’ll stop. Neither of us has the muscles to budge these machines if they bog down.”


  “Speak for yourself, little lady,” Ed snorted, though he rubbed his hip thoughtfully. Already a few yards past the cut, Belle began the laborious process of turning the Bravo, first shifting the skis by tugging on the metal loops, then lifting the heavier rear of the sled. “I’ll have reverse next time even if I have to mortgage the dog. No more bullwork for me,” she said, wincing at an ominous twinge in her back.


  Following the path was a jerky trip, with Belle’s skis slipping in and out of wider ruts, drifted over in places. Shimmying and sliding, they followed a roller coaster trail through heavy spruce, the laden boughs dropping snow down their necks as they passed. One sharp turn cut around a massive glacial outcropping of rock twenty feet high, shrouded in snow. Finally they spotted the frozen lake, ringed with dark firs, cloudless cerulean blue above, the picture of serenity...except for a ragged, refrozen hole with a hand beckoning, pointing at that same blue sky.


  THREE


  Someone’s gone down!” Belle cried, braking at the shoreline. A round pool of new ice, a lake within a lake, had formed in the older snow cover. A sled had travelled perhaps forty feet before breaking through and left only the pale blue hand locked into the new surface.


  “Looks like he never even swam for it. Jesus, poor bastard,” Ed said, testing the edge with his boots and shielding his eyes against the glare. “See anything?”


  “A flash of red just below. That fresh ice is a couple of inches thick already, but I’m not walking out on it. Too deep to spot anything else. We’ll have to go back for help. The police will bring a diver. And they’ll need an axe.”


  They drove back quickly, pushing into the lodge as a surprised family of four lowered forks from their spaghetti. Belle called toward the kitchen. “There’s someone broken through about a half hour north.” She chose not to mention the hand.


  “I’d better get Ben ready,” said Meg, a small line worrying her forehead as she gave a huge iron pot a stir. “You don’t think...” she murmured as she rushed out in search of her husband, leaving her coat hanging on the rack.


  Since the area was well outside the city’s jurisdiction, Belle used the radio-phone to call the Ontario Provincial Police, then stood by helplessly while Ben packed his gear and rounded up some sleds, speaking softly to his wife as he gave her a hug. “I know what’s on your mind, and you can stop it right now.”


  “But where is he? He’s always back way early for Sunday dinner. And the storm’s long over. Been clear since morning.”


  “It’s the boozers and daredevils have the accidents. Jim knows how to handle himself in the bush. Maybe he had some problems with his research, Meg. Or worked extra hard for those exams,” Ben said as he lifted the cover from his largest machine, packed the rescue gear and, with an efficiency born of second nature, attached a fibreglass cargo toboggan.


  Belle rubbed at her numb ears in the rising wind. “The O.P.P. said to wait until they arrived with the air ambulance. The plan is to leave the helicopter here where there’s plenty of space. That swamp lake is too dense with bush. I told them that we hadn’t touched anything at the site, not that there was anything to see.” Only one thing, she thought with a shudder.


  While they warmed up on coffee, the drone of the rotors filled the still air; sound from above travelled far in winter with the dampening effect of the snow and the bare trees. A short man, whose confident bearing added a mental foot, climbed down and walked over, two constables on his heels. “I’m Al Morantz. I understand that a body was found. What can you tell me about the site?”


  Belle made the introductions. “Ed and I found the lake following a trail not too far from here. Probably doesn’t even have a name, a little swamp like that. Track goes to the edge, and the rest is a refrozen hole.”


  Morantz looked around. “We’re short on personnel, or I would have had our machines meet us here. I understand from what you said on the phone, Miss Palmer, that we can use the lodge’s.”


  “Thought of that,” Ben said and gave the officers two sets of keys as he pointed toward the shed. One of them retrieved his diving gear from the helicopter.


  Meg appeared in a patched-up snowmobile suit, carrying a thermos of coffee. “No arguments, Pop. I’m going with you.”


  A barely perceptible frown from Belle with her lips framing a “no” got through to Ben. “Don’t think you should, Ma. You might be in these folks’ way.”


  Arms folded, Meg got onto the two-up seat in stubborn silence, while Al and his men started the lodge’s other machines. Driving in cortège, unsmiling and heedless of the packs of laughing drivers on the trail, they reached the lake and cut their motors. Before anyone had time to react, Meg ran to the shore, her agonized voice breaking the sudden stillness. “My God. Oh, my God in heaven. That hand.” While the diver stripped to his wet suit, she inched forward on the dark surface of the new ice, her eyes exploring the shadowy grave until she slumped over in a sob, hugging her knees. “The little patch of red down there. That’s the scarf his grandmother knitted him for Christmas. I know it is,” she said, trembling as if she had aged a hundred years.


  To the collective chill of the onlookers, the diver wielded an axe to break the surface. Tossing it back on to the shore, he disappeared with a stoic shake of his shoulders into the murky water, bubbles rising in his wake. His face around the mask was exposed, and the pain was evident on the second surfacing. “Can’t see too well. Could be ten feet to the bottom. One arm of the coat is hung up on a branch. Guess that pushed the mitt off.”


  No one spoke. Finally, with the help of several officers, he hauled the body to the shore, bulky and sodden in the heavy suit and boots. Ben waved the men aside and unstrapped the helmet. It was Jim, or his pale double, a light slate cast to the features, sandy hair freezing brittle in the wind and jade eyes dulled by a final curtain. Ben knelt as if in prayer, his shoulders shaking, as he gently brushed the boy’s forehead. “What in the name of Christ were you doing out here?” he whispered.


  Belle turned away, leaning against the solidity of a huge pine for support as Ben rocked the boy back and forth, and the rest of the group fell silent. “He’s cold. He’s so cold, Meg.”


  His wife spoke slowly and deliberately, her voice struggling for control, wiping her tears away with the rough nylon of her suit. “No. No. No.” A litany of pain in a single syllable. “Jim never would have come to a place like this alone.”


  Morantz waited a few moments before taking the Burians aside so that the rescue team could prepare the body for transport. The couple held each other, Ben shielding his wife’s face. With some firm and steady pressure on the stiffening limbs, the team arranged the body on the toboggan with dignity. Another man winched the small Ovation to shore, weeds and muck hanging from its handlebars. Attached neatly to the rear carrier with a shock cord was his duffel bag. Like a slate wiped clean, the lake began freezing again, guarding its secrets as tightly as the earth itself. Belle glanced around, any possible evidence trampled to mush by the footprints and machine tracks of the rescue effort.


  “What happens now?” she asked Morantz.


  Morantz tried to write a note on a small pad, then exchanged the pen for a no-fail pencil. “Just like an auto accident. First we’ll get him back to the hospital for an autopsy. Check for alcohol and drugs. Go through that gear on the sled. Get his medical records and rule out heart attack or seizures.” He paused. “But, Miss, I want to be clear about one point. You did say that his was the only track? No sign of another person?”


  She gestured uselessly as if in violent denial of the facts. “One track straight to the lake. No sign of turning around, no other sled. But what in heaven was he doing here in the storm? Could he have been documenting an old trapper’s trail when it hit? Or taken a wrong turn trying to get home?” Belle asked, though experience told her otherwise.


  “The storm was a bad one.” Morantz shrugged and closed his notebook. His conclusion was obvious; without other evidence, this tragedy was just another fatal human error, another statistic for the bean counters. The last frame in a shattered film script saw Meg tucking her scarf around Jim’s neck as if saying a loving goodnight, Ben standing stiffly aside, Jim’s helmet dangling from his hand. And then the convoy, a northern funeral procession, headed back to the lodge as a jay screamed through the diamond-chipped air.


  Belle gestured to Ed, and they set off in silence. As they parted later in front of his house, he asked, “Come in for a drink? Maybe it might do you good to talk to Hélène. Her car’s back.”


  “Talk? Talk about what, Ed? You were there, weren’t you? Jim’s dead. There’s no resurrection.” She saw his face sag, and instantly she regretted her brusqueness. “Sorry to be rude. I just lost a good friend and at my age, I can’t spare any. What just doesn’t make sense is what he was doing there.”


  “Well, we took the trail to check it out. Why not him?”


  “Maybe, but when? I suppose the time of death might give us a clue. God knows how rigor mortis works in those icy conditions. Anyway, take care of yourself. Hélène, too.” She slapped his arm with her glove and drove off.


  Only as she opened her own front door and tripped over her briefcase did she remember that she had an appointment in town.


  Evening work was a negative reality of her job, but that night the distraction was welcome. She had scheduled a preliminary visit to a newly divorced woman in Chelmsford who wanted to move home to her parents in Val D’Or.


  Belle left the house in a charcoal wool pantsuit and white turtleneck under her parka. Pulled over her ears was an incongruous blue and red Norwegian soft felt hat, which used to prompt cries of “Smurf!” from rude children. Clutching her briefcase, a newspaper and a thermos of Bavarian Dutch Chocolate coffee, she tested the van doors. Frozen again! Third time this week. Belle swore softly and began the usual procedure with her de-icer spray. If that didn’t work, Plan Two involved her hair drier and a series of lively expletives.


  She finally broke in, only to find the power antenna had seized. Nothing but static on the radio. Belle grabbed a tape of her favourite musicals and tucked it into her bra with an “eeeek”. Twenty minutes of body heat would thaw it enough to play. Whoever said that women’s liberation began in the seventies hadn’t listened to the grand old babes of the sixties, Lucille Ball in Wildcat, Tammy Grimes in The Unsinkable Molly Brown and Roz Russell in Wonderful Town. Those tough ladies made their own rules, and men loved them for it.


  Edgewater Road was a winding, hilly six-mile run, which passed the Santanens’ at the final turn to the main highway. Derek Santanen had served eight months in the Sudbury Jail for drug dealing. His parents’ tiny place clung like a limpet to a narrow strip of land. It was built long before the road arrived, when camps were accessible only by boat or snowmobile. At well over three hundred pounds, Derek often turned to crime for its easy profits. Belle suspected that he favoured the house for its remoteness and for the many hidey holes for his stash. On one occasion, a police search had the cottagers lining the road and passing around pop and chips, while police divers explored his waterline fifty feet off shore to discover prime Acapulco gold in watertight containers. Derek Santanen might make a good starting point for any inquiries about the area drug trade.


  Just before eight she arrived in Chelmsford, a quaint, predominantly French town. The glorious church and its spire anchored the village with the infinite grace of bygone centuries, every pink granite stone carted lovingly from the surrounding hills and carved by local masons. It might have stood in the Quebec townships. An ominous growl from the midriff reminded Belle that she hadn’t eaten since lunch. She stopped at a small grill and stationed herself at the counter behind a blonde girl barely eighteen and dressed in the same size. The girl’s eyes widened as Belle lip-read the menu, sucked in her breath and mumbled, “Une moyenne poutine.” A brief pause, then her voice jumped an octave. “Non, une grande poutine, s’il vous plaît!”


  “La même chose pour moi,” Belle added quickly. Growing up in Toronto had not been the place to learn colloquial French, and her fledgling vowels amused shopkeepers so much that she was glad when they smelled her accent and switched gears into English without missing a beat. She watched the waitress anoint the mounds of crispy fries with tender chunks of cheese curds swimming in gravy, the lifeblood of the North, especially in winter.


  Belle ferried the steaming plate of sin to a table and opened the Northern Life to scout the offerings of her real estate competition. She knew every lake and cottage for sale within one hundred miles, and considering that the Regional Municipality counted over ninety named lakes within its boundaries, that was a feat in itself. Holy moley, another Ramsey Lake cottage lot was on offer, probably one of the last. Central to downtown, the largest city-contained lake in the world, only Ramsey’s most remote sections remained undeveloped. Water and sewer were on their way, which would jack up the lot price by thirty thousand. Might be worth it, though. “Lakefront,” Uncle Harold had growled philosophically, “they ain’t making any more.”


  Lights were off at 2334 Brentwood, but Belle was early. Well-prepared for such cold delays, she sipped the aromatic coffee, started the engine every ten minutes and played tapes. Nashville was a favourite, its parodies of country songs so true-to-form that they passed for legitimate. “He’s Got a Tape deck in his Tractor” always made her grin. Belle had been drafting a song in memory of the better parts of her mother. After all, she told herself, there are only about one hundred words in country music, so why not mine? She tapped out the chorus:


  
    Come on up to Mama’s table,


    If you’re hungry or you’re cold,


    If you’ve got too many mouths to feed


    Or if you’re growing old.


    She’ll shelter and she’ll feed you,


    She’ll have a hug to greet you.


    You’ll always feel real welcome


    At my Mama’s kitchen door.

  


  


  The pencil got a chew. Oops, “have a hug to greet you” should come before the “shelter” part. At this point, the tune didn’t concern her. Maybe a music student from Shield could compose the score.


  Startled by the sudden lights of a car, Belle spilt the coffee on her coat. As usual, she had forgotten a napkin, so she dabbed at the liquid with a tampon from the glove compartment.


  Out of a battered Escort struggled a woman trailing three small children, one of them bawling like a frustrated weanling. “You must be Ms. Palmer,” the woman shouted as Belle rolled down a window. “Sorry for the delay. I had to go to the lawyer’s in town, and then all the kids wanted hamburgers. Come in and make yourself comfortable. I’ll settle them in the rec room while we talk.” She hefted the screamer over her shoulder like a sack of potatoes, cooing and patting it for good measure.


  “Do you mind if I look around upstairs first, Mrs. Mainville?” Belle asked. “It might save us some time, and you look like you’ve had a tough day.” Nothing like womanly understanding.


  “Call me Joan,” the woman answered with a smile as she hustled the kids down the basement stairs.


  Conventional suburban living with a country advantage: three bedrooms, newish kitchen, dining room in name only, living room with a view overlooking a pasture. Big yard for children. Too bad someone had sparkle-plastered the living room ceiling and installed red shag carpet half-way up the wall. It suggested a planetarium designed by Hugh Hefner. After making notes, Belle joined her client downstairs where Barney was mumbling mindless platitudes as the kids giggled. Both women winced at the numbing chorus. “I hate it, too, but what can you do?” Joan said.


  “Better than violence...or is it?” Belle replied. “All kiddie shows should carry a warning sign.”


  Joan took her into the laundry room to point out with shy pride an amply-stocked cold cellar. “I’m a fool for canning,” she said. “Don’t know how I’m going to take all of this to Mom’s, though.” Here sat the winter wealth of resourceful Northerners, jars of pickled beans, carrots and beets, and the inevitable green tomato chow, an innovative answer to a short growing season. “Guess my neighbours might like them.” The spotless jars and shelves pleased Belle, since a clean place always showed better, and she found herself accepting a jar of chow. Amenable to suggestions about the value of neutral colours, Joan waved a cheerful goodbye. Somehow Belle couldn’t mention the crimson carpeted wall; maybe if the place didn’t sell quickly...


  Back home, she noticed the blinking light on her answering machine. A female voice spoke softly but deliberately. “My name is Melanie Koslow, Miss Palmer. I was engaged to Jim. I need to talk to you about the accident...in person if you have time. My schedule’s pretty full with my nursing course, but I’m usually at Tim Horton’s on Regent Street before class every morning at eight. Just look for a red wizard hat and pile of books. If those times aren’t good for you, call me at 233-4566 at the Shield Nursing Residence.”


  Abruptly, her mind returned to Jim, the hand in the frozen lake and the the accident that—just maybe—wasn’t.


  Later, as the moon circled the house, Belle curled up with a book, trailing Dave Robichaux through the bordellos of sultry New Orleans. The book snapped shut at eleven, and Belle fingered the light switch. A churchgoer only as a child, she maintained a cautious belief in a personally-designed afterlife. Prayers were a convenient method to take stock of the day and remember old friends. No one had ever answered her calls, and, while this silence perturbed her at first, in the long run it was saner. A premonition about not getting on a certain plane to Buenos Aires was fine; constant suggestions and recriminations from the other world would be not only distracting but might send the listener to a madhouse. So she maintained a one-way conversation with Uncle Harold, her grandparents and her mother, imagining a host of patient advocates nodding and blessing her each night. “Help me take good care of the old man, Mother,” she asked, gazing up at a framed silhouette of someone her own age “and keep us safe from all harm.” Somehow she just couldn’t call on Jim. Not yet.


  FOUR


  Though she opposed new development on Wapiti out of principles both selfish and unselfish, Belle had no objection to trading in established properties, in this case, a large piece by the marina. The original owner had bought cheap, tacked up a small camp and outbuildings, then squatted on it for decades, paying only minimal taxes. Then about twenty years ago, as lakefront grew scarce, land values had started to climb. The price had risen to 95K for each of three lots in the last hot market. Why Julia Kraav wanted to purchase all three properties was a puzzle. Perhaps she had a big family.


  In order not to waste time and effort, Belle had vetted her client as carefully as the law allowed. The older woman had been almost embarrassingly frank in disclosing her financial assets. Not only a fine brick home on York Street but over 700K in rock-solid investments. How had the Kraavs saved so much, the husband a Sudbury Transit driver and the wife a salesclerk? Then Julia had described their life plan: no kids, a tiny house shared with her parents, every cent banked, the last ten years in GIC’s when the rates hit double-figures. A year of retirement and Tomas had died of liver cancer, she had added with bitterness. “Congenital heart disease killed all of my family before fifty-five. And here I am, alive and kicking after two operations, and my darling man is gone. Life is not rational.”


  As Belle rolled down the driveway, she wondered if Julia were intending to sell her house as well; if so, the broker’s commission would be impressive. The open garage beside the house held trailers with a Seadoo and a 40 horse bass boat, strange toys for an elderly woman without children. A fancy Jeep Cherokee with leather interior was parked in the drive, its fender suspiciously creased. Evidence of costly landscaping peeked from the snow: new tie beds and pink crushed stone as expensive as marble. Life-size bronze statues of a doe feeding and a buck boasting ten-point antlers graced the front lawn. A hedge of small cedars from the walkway to the house gave way to a row of six-foot junipers. Belle had priced one of those charmers before shouldering her shovel and heading to the bush for a handy pine.


  As she stepped up to the porch, Belle peered into every Northerner’s dream: a Florida room containing a hot tub, heavy-leaved tropical plants, and floor-to-ceiling glass, probably low-E, which regulated the heat transfer for efficiency. What a spa. Take a trip and never leave the farm. Suddenly she wished that she and Julia were better friends. Answering Belle’s knock at the stained glass door, her client stood in a velvet morning gown. “Come in, dear. I’ve been expecting you.” Even thinner than when Belle had last seen her, Julia glittered with feverish excitement, massaging her tiny hands, a blinding diamond on the ring finger. “I have such plans!” A younger look-a-like, conservatively dressed in jeans and silk blouse, sat on the couch, twisting the tassel of a pillow; she was introduced as Emily, a “baby” sister, and her eyes were afraid.


  “I have been in touch with Mr. Converse,” Belle said as Julia took her coat and showed her to a wing chair. “He is willing to offer all three adjoining properties as a package for $70,000 each. That’s quite a drop, but winter is a bad time for cottage lots. Nobody wants to buy what they can’t use immediately. A bargain for you, though.”


  Pacing back and forth, the woman beamed as she waved a double checkbook. “I can give you the money now. I’m just so thrilled to have found the perfect place for my project. And now everything will be completed by summer.”


  Belle glanced at Emily and felt some misgivings at the concerned expression on her face. If Emily had doubts about the value of the purchase, perhaps reassurance would help. “It is excellent property. You’ll have over 750 feet in lakefront with three acres across the road. A sandy beach and plenty of room for septic. There’s a dug well, but for my money you’d be better off pumping out of the lake. Less iron.”


  “I remember the day you took me there, when we drove over the hill and saw the trees and the lake beyond spread out like the promised land. I closed my eyes and saw my vision come to life. So many good people to help. Isn’t God wonderful, Emily?” Her sister sat mutely tearing a tissue into bits, a thin smile in answer.


  “I’m a bit confused, Mrs. Kraav. What do you mean by ‘so many people’? These are just cottage lots,” Belle said, suddenly aware that she was clicking her retractable ball-point pen like a set of worry beads.


  Julia shuffled a pile of letters across the coffee table, passing Belle envelopes with hand-written addresses, the crabbed alphabet of the barely literate. “Look at the responses to my ad.”


  Julia’s too-merry laugh, just a tone below hysterical, raised the tension. “Oh, you don’t understand. It’s Tomas, my husband, as I told you. He came all this way as a boy from Estonia without a penny in his pocket. Didn’t know a word of English either. What a story. I’m writing a book about our life, and I’m up to 1955 with the first three chapters. It’ll be a bestseller, you watch. Even a movie eventually. Anyway, this whole development is for him, something really special to keep his name alive long after I’m gone.” She picked up another sheet. “Here’s the notice I placed across the country in the major newspapers,” she said.


  It read: “All Estonians are welcome to relocate to Northern Ontario to live at the Tomas Kraav Memorial Apartments. Moving expenses paid, free rent, a lakefront for recreation and nursing care for the elderly. Apply Box 23432 Sudbury, Ontario.” Belle passed from Julia’s radiant face to Emily’s pale terror, struggling for words which she feared would destroy this illusion.


  “But the land isn’t zoned for multiple dwellings.”


  “Oh, you.” She tapped Belle’s knee with her fingers, drew out the words coyly, as if being teased. “My builder told me, ‘No problem, no problem at all.’ The whole east side will be developed along with that new park. Maybe a mall for shopping and a theatre. Won’t that be a miracle for those poor souls? Many of them have never had a decent meal or a warm bed.” As Julia clapped her hands, Belle saw through a shift in her gown a deep burgundy scar traversing her thin breastbone, which rose and fell with her quick breathing as if nourishing itself upon impossible dreams. The sight reminded Belle of a baby robin, blind, featherless, heart beating in a fierce rhythm to keep warm.


  Belle scribbled a few meaningless notes to buy time, not knowing how to continue. “Do you think I could have a glass of water?”


  “Oh, certainly. Hostess with the leastest, aren’t I, Emily? Just excited. Would you prefer coffee?” When Belle shook her head, Julia floated her gown out of the room, leaving a faint trace of Estée Lauder.


  The sister spoke quickly. “You’re an honest woman, I can see. This scheme will break her, take every penny. She can buy the land and put up the buildings, but what then? There’ll be nothing left for the support she promised them, or for her own expenses. It’ll be a nightmare.”


  Belle sighed. “Of course. And she’d need an act of Parliament to change the zoning. That’s single residence only. How do you want to handle this? She looks pretty fragile.”


  “Yes, she’s been mixing Tomas’s drugs with whatever garbage she could scrounge from her doctor. We’re preparing to get a court order by Friday to lock up her finances until she can manage on her own again. Maybe you saw some of the toys she’s been using to attract her friends and relatives. She wants to buy the world for anyone who loves her. Thank God she didn’t hurt anyone with the Cherokee. But it’s Tomas’s death, you see. That’s the centre of it all. I’m trying to get her into grief therapy.”


  Having invented some plausible stall technique which involved another meeting with the owner, Belle crossed town and logged in at the office. Uncle Harold had converted the downstairs of a splendid Victorian house in an older section of town lined with elegant cottonwoods. The upstairs rented to a retired couple who wintered in Florida but needed a Canadian address to maintain their medical coverage. Belle’s realty company was no giant, but she had a long term, loyal clientele. In the earlier property boom, many wannabes had jumped on the bandwagon to make a fortune by selling real estate “part-time”. These opportunists had long departed, and a $2,000 licensing fee kept the field lean and mean. Belle ran the business with an answering machine, a cellular phone and Miriam MacDonald.


  Her first lieutenant had signed off a lifetime of bookkeeping to join Palmer Realty five years earlier. “There is nothing creative about accounting,” she insisted, “unless you’re working for an American savings and loan or the Parti Québécois during a referendum.” She balanced her work for Belle with a passion for quilting. Her pieces had won awards, but she accepted commissions more for personal satisfaction: “That Log Cabin one for Alderman Winder cost me a month’s labour, design and sewing. The $500.00 wasn’t worth it.” To Belle’s embarrassment, Miriam had presented her with a stunning king-size quilt in the classic Whig Rose pattern for her birthday.


  “How goes the battle?” Belle called as she pushed open the door.


  Gray hair in a frizzy afro, her stockinged feet working a therapeutic wooden roller under her desk, Miriam grimaced, mouth tsking as her pencil checked a list. Gulping at intervals from her mug, she pummelled the computer keyboard and seemed annoyed at what she read on the screen. “Sacrifice. Hostie.” French Canadian minced oaths always made Belle laugh. How many other languages centred their curses around the church and its trappings?


  “Stop swearing about communion wafers. You’re a Scot, or so you claim. Problems?” She sidled to the coffee machine and poured a generous cup, grateful for the practicality of black appliances. Wouldn’t it be great to be able to afford an office cleaner?


  Miriam puffed an errant silver curl from her forehead. “I’ve got such a chain of conditional sales that I’m a screaming mimi. Even if we’re not the first realty on half of them, we’ll make out like our former Prime Minister. But there’s a fly in the proverbial ointment. Mr. Proulx on Norman Lake wants—get this—” she snarled, stabbing at a blurry black and white picture pinned onto the corkboard, “319K for his cottage. With only 65 feet frontage? It’s a fishing shack with an outhouse at a 45 degree lean. Everyone else in line is being quite reasonable.”


  Belle smiled. “So it goes. He’ll come around if he really wants to sell.”


  “If he really wanted to sell, he wouldn’t ask the moon. And the whole house of cards may collapse by then.” She muttered to herself, “Câlice.”


  “Chalice. There you go again. But doesn’t this beat toting up a balance sheet in that cockroach race? Remember when you worked all night in an unheated shed to cook books for that sheet metal firm just before Revenue Canada hit town?”


  Miriam stiffened. “Please don’t use terms like that. You know I have never done anything actually illegal. But you’re right. I don’t relish dancing to anyone’s tune. Thirty years of penal servitude was enough. And I’m not going to stew over this. Once I finish with Mr. P., he’s toast, as my daughter says, at least this week.” Her daughter Rosanne was twenty-three, a graduate from Shield University, now attending teacher’s college in North Bay. “I warned her,” Miriam said. “She’ll have her hands full. Has she forgotten what a rotten teenager she was? I needed an exorcist.” Then Miriam skidded to a stop between words and gave Belle a puzzled look. “You don’t seem yourself today, and I’ve been babbling. Thinking about Jim?”


  “Oh, I had a call from his girlfriend. Every time I close my eyes, I imagine his body trapped in that swamp lake, turning in the tea-coloured water while the ice freezes over him like a glass ceiling. It haunts me like that Atwood poem: ‘The photograph was taken the day after I drowned. I am in the lake, in the center of the picture, just under the surface.’ ”


  “That hand you described would bother me, too. Like an accusation or a plea.” She tapped her forehead in rebuke. “Forget that last part. Guilt is not what you need. Think about this. Suppose you hadn’t come along, suppose more fresh snow had hidden the accident. The boy might never have been found. That’s a parent’s worst nightmare.”


  “It was pretty remote. What with the occasional wolf and fox in the area, the body wouldn’t have lasted long if it had washed ashore in the spring. Still, it’s small consolation for the family.”


  “So what does this girl want?”


  “Lord, I have no idea. Perhaps a friend of Jim’s to talk to.” Her eyes closed for a moment. “The last time I saw him alive, he was writing a poem to her on his own heart. I do and I don’t want to meet her. What might have been, and all that Victorian sentimentalism. And I hate funerals and viewings. Probably be an open coffin.”


  “The theatre of death. Morbid, if you ask me.” Miriam rummaged under her desk. “Maybe this will help take your mind from the situation...and don’t you dare offer to pay me after giving me every book in Sue Grafton’s alphabet.”


  Belle opened the small parcel with a child’s wonderment. “Wild Orchids! Do I dream? Where on earth did you ever find this? Surely not in town.”


  “No such luck. Got it in Toronto at Sam’s. They sell classic videos there now. Rows and rows, just like a bookstore.”


  “You know I have none of the silents, Miriam. Thanks for thinking of me.” Belle handled the video with reverence as she studied the cover notes. 1929. Sudbury had passed the bushcamp stage and was manfully trying to grow into a city, entering the Great Depression on its magic carpet of silvery nickel. The Sudbury Wolves played in the NOHA, and 110 acres of parkland on Lake Ramsey had been donated by W.J. Bell. A World War One cenotaph had been unveiled, and Rudyard Kipling himself invited to pen an inscription. The Grand Theatre, formerly the Grand Opera House, had installed equipment for its first talkie. Maybe this delicate piece of celluloid had been the last silent shown to those lucky miners escaping the night shift, freshly scrubbed with carbolic soap and happy for relief from the dark tunnels beneath the city. She bent over and gave her friend a squeeze.


  “Oh, hush up. Just let Rosanne use your computer for her term paper next time she’s home. I’d get her one except that Scrooge doesn’t pay me enough.” Miriam stuck out her tongue and winked.


  “No problem. You know she’s welcome.” Belle paged through her notebook. “Hey, what about that Nelson place you went to last week. Are the Toronto people ready to bite?”


  “Funny story, but we lucked out. Nelson had told me that the septic system had, in his clever little words, ‘been approved.’ When I visited for pictures, all I saw was a pipe sticking out of a partially buried holding tank behind the house. No field bed at all. Wet as a mad hen, I was. Of course those Toronto folks hadn’t even noticed. They think everything’s hooked up to sewers like in cities, but I saved us some embarrassment. Can you imagine the first flushes? Straight out the back and shut down by the health department.” She made a rude but descriptive noise.


  Belle agreed. “And woe to us if the sale had gone through. Those weasel words might have held up in court. ‘Approved’ could have meant ‘approved for construction.’ ”


  Satisfied that her paperwork was beaten into submission, Belle made her daily phone call to Rainbow Country Nursing Home. At 83, her father had become confused and tottery in his apartment in Florida. Since he had given up his Canadian citizenship, sliding him over the border at the crucial juncture when he could still walk and talk had been a miracle for which she still gave thanks. “Nursing station? It’s Belle Palmer. How’s the old man today?”


  Apparently he was as cantankerous as ever, with his loud demands, and expecting his usual Tuesday shrimp lunch. She visited him once or twice a week, but their conversation seemed limited to the expected meal, the weather and television. It hurt her to see him diminished, to watch the pieces of identity and independence vanish one by one, his expectations dropping with his capacities. Still, if his world had shrunk to food and media, he was in the same boat as 90 percent of North America. And the spunk that had banished him from the dining room made her applaud; when he lost the spark to roar out demands, his life would fade to a guttering candle.


  He might not have been the intellectual giant her mother had wanted in a husband, but he had been a loving, kind and indulgent father, had rolled out a motorbike with a red ribbon on the handlebars when Belle entered university, and had slipped her money to travel to England. And as a booker, he had passed on his love of films. How many other ten-year-olds had white mice named Errol and Bette, or a pet squirrel named Clara Bow? As soon as she could walk, he had taken her twice weekly to the private screening room at his office to watch new releases, “every film ever made,” he told everyone later at Rainbow. Once the warm weather came, Belle hoped to take him out, wheelchair and all, to one of the blockbuster movies, or maybe even the impressive new IMAX theatre.


  On the drive home, listening to CBC radio relate the eternal scuffles of the world, Belle dithered over dinner options. An ice storm had hit the area that afternoon, so she was pleased to see the sander in front of her until a sudden dirty spurt hit her car. “Whoa, all right! I’m backing off,” she said, remembering the price of her last paint job.


  When she pulled into her yard and shut off the engine, she heard throughout the woods, a delicate symphony, the clear glaze on the tree branches tinkling onto the ground like broken chandelier crystals as the rising evening winds shifted course. Belle paused for a moment and tuned her ears to the delicate orchestration, a rare combination of sound, sight and texture. She reached toward a drooping willow twig, its soft gray pussies wrapped in a coat of ice melting under her hand as fast as it had formed. Back to reality, she sighed, knowing that she’d never get out of the driveway until she laced it liberally with stove ashes and sand.


  Happy to be free, Freya chased a tennis ball around the parking area, dropping it into the snowbank at intervals and pawing it out in self-amusement. Meanwhile, her shoulders to the wind, Belle flung handfuls of grit from her bucket onto the icy drive.


  A Thai dinner went into the microwave. Not bad for four dollars, but lemongrass mated evilly with chilies, reminiscent of bath powder. The oaky tang of Australian semillon helped cut the edge. Until just a few years ago, steak, pasta or Chinese had dominated the local culinary scene, but recently gourmet coffee, goat cheese and radicchio had made an appearance, and the largest supermarket, a giant which provided maps and carts the size of Alberta, had even installed an olive bar with eight varieties plus artichoke hearts and sun-dried tomatoes.


  Freya got four cups of “Mature Dog” Purina, high in fibre. “I must be cruel, only to be kind,” Belle whispered as the last cup dinged into the bowl. “You know you lard it on over the winter, and I don’t want to be responsible for hip dysplasia.” The dog seemed to be counting, patiently expecting the usual five. Only when Belle turned did she grudgingly bury her nose in the bowl.


  Belle took her decaf to the computer room. On the classic film forum, Dietrich’s daughter’s biography was raising hackles, her graphic descriptions of the old woman’s final deterioration condemned as “ghoulish.” Someone else wondered what had ever happened to Zasu Pitts and was surprised to find that the silent star had enjoyed a television career in My Little Margie, her zany lopsided grin ever marketable. One of these days I really should stop lurking, Belle said to herself, and get involved in this so-called information highway.


  Mutual funds had the next round of home pages. As a recent ruthless capitalist in charge of her father’s mutual funds, Belle combed the financial quotations, urging the TSE to retake its position above the DOW. “Try our International Money Market Fund,” a local funds manager in a wheelchair, the very soul of trustworthiness, had advised, shoving a colourful brochure across the desk.


  “At 3 percent this year? Sounds like a loser. Why should I invest in this?”


  He had beamed and puffed on an imaginary cigar like a tycoon. “As a hedge, what else? Diversify. The Danish krone has appreciated by 29 percent this year.” Was he really licking his lips? “You see, if the dollar drops big-time, you’ll make plenty! An ill wind that doesn’t blow some good and all that.” That had been the last straw, to invest in the financial collapse of the country. The bank probably had a fund that would rocket only if Quebec separated, or British Columbia joined the U.S.


  Slipping a tape into the VCR, Belle kicked back in the blue velvet recliner with a glass of Rebel Yell, bought at discount at the liquor store. That intriguing corn tang of a sunny Tennessee hayfield might someday burrow into the hearts of the rye lovers, but it was an acquired taste. Susan Lenox, Her Fall and Rise came on with a clean-shaven Gable as an engineer and Garbo on the run from a leering Alan Hale. How could anyone communicate so well using just the clavicles?


  As she switched off the lights in the television room, a gentle hooting of barred owls greeted her from the backyard. She had heard their calls her first spring night in the house and had named the property after them, as a varnished sign at the driveway proclaimed: The Parliament of Owls. They returned in March to lay their eggs, risking sudden spring storms that could freeze them on their nests. Nature’s amorality cut deep for animals as well as people.


  FIVE


  Meg’s jar of gooseberry jam on the kitchen table the next morning reminded Belle of Melanie’s invitation. She was curious about the girl Jim had taken into his heart and to his treasured places among the woods and streams.


  Skipping breakfast and putting the jar out of sight, Belle was down the road by 7:15. The morning was cloudy and dark, the huge snowbanks an eerie source of reflected light. As Belle rounded a corner, her hands tightened on the wheel and she reached for the brake. A black, demonic shape seemed to be flying across the road four feet from the ground, its neon blue eyes trapped in her headlights. She heard no thump as the van moved slowly, now joined by a scrabbling form alongside, all jerky legs and lolling tongue. It was Buddy, a very fat young black Lab at his favourite game. Had he actually been flying or simply moving uphill from the vehicle in an optical illusion? She stopped, rolled down the window, and called him over. “Hi, Budman. Now get home, and I mean it.” There wasn’t a brain in the dog’s head, nor a mean bone in his body. His owners should take better care of him, she thought. Bored dogs made their own entertainment; sometimes it was costly, sometimes dangerous. One more bite at a wheel might be his last.


  Tim Horton’s was Canada’s premier doughnut shop in a country with five times more per capita than Big Brother down south. No surprise that beleaguered Canuckleheads chose a quick sugar and caffeine fix to escape briefly from the arctic temperatures. Tim’s number 1000 had opened, and the prosperous chain was branching into sandwiches, soup, pies, cakes and cookies along with the reliable 25 different doughnut varieties available any hour of the day. Even the bathrooms would rate a nod from Martha Stewart. Belle sipped at her mug and checked the mutual fund reports in the Toronto Star, relieved not to have taken a flyer into the South American markets.


  She lifted the paper periodically to check for Melanie, until she spotted a strange, medieval apparition in the crowd. A red wizard hat, made of soft fleece, cupped the head and ended with a tassel two feet down the back. Harry Potter’s choice was worn by a strawberry blonde woman, shoulders bowed over a pile of books. Belle motioned her over, noticing that her eyes were swollen and tired as if she had been up most of the night. The girl’s hand trembled as she took Belle’s, but her grip was firm.


  “Melanie? You look like you could use a coffee.” In response to a nod, Belle brought back two mugs and matching giant carrot muffins and resisted the impulse to tuck a serviette under the quivering chin. Was the girl going to cry right there during rush hour?


  Melanie brightened as she bit into the muffin. Tim Horton’s always had a comforting effect.” Thanks. I’m glad we could meet, and, you’re right, I haven’t thought much about food lately.” A generous dollop of cream went into the cup. “You look just like Jim said.” Her tone was innocent enough.


  “Taken as a compliment,” Belle replied, watching the girl’s colour return. A few minutes of getting-to-know-you chat convinced Belle that Melanie could handle the unvarnished truth, so with an occasional glance of assessment, she proceeded with the story of her tragic discovery in the lake.


  The girl was having none of it. “I don’t care what all of you saw, or think you saw. That was no accident,” Melanie said with a touch of bitterness and as dark a frown as youth and beauty would allow. “Anyone can tell you how well Jim knew those woods, every lake, tree and branch, down to the last mushroom. Besides, he had no time for bushwhacking. Exams were coming up, and he was part of the Stop the Park group, working on a project to document the diameter of those Granddaddy pines, he called them. Even had names for the biggest ones.” She stopped to brush back a tear, sniffing into a napkin and pausing to gather her arguments.


  “He mentioned that project when he stopped by for breakfast the last time I saw him. And you’re right. The lake wasn’t on one of his usual routes.


  “That’s why I called you. His parents told me that you didn’t believe the accident theory either,” the girl continued as Belle looked away helplessly. “Jim was the most cautious person in the world when it came to winter travel in the bush. Once he was standing on shore when a young boy broke through trying to cross an open patch. The machine flipped, and the boy was killed. First thing he told me when we went snowmobiling was never, never to break trail on a small lake, no matter how tempting.”


  “I agree with everything you’re saying, but we don’t have all the facts yet. Have the Burians mentioned the autopsy?” Belle wondered.


  “Apparently Dr. Monroe has already finished. Told Ben that he checked for alcohol, but we all know that Jim never drank more than one beer, and never when driving. It just doesn’t add up.”


  Belle looked into the swirly pools of cream in her coffee as if divining the future. “I’m not a professional investigator, Melanie, just a lowly real estate hack. Sure, we can trade our doubts, but why don’t you go to the police? Steve Davis is a good man. Tell him I sent you.”


  The girl took a deep breath and contracted her brows. “What’s the point? They’re not taking it seriously. Listen, can we ask around? I’ll take the campus, his friends, his teachers. Maybe together we can find out something. Jim did mention those planes near his hunt camp. The Burians said you had travelled the area north of the lake, and I know they wouldn’t mind if you went to his new camp to see if he left some papers or notes. I’m sure they’d loan me a sled, but I’m tied up during daylight hours with my clinicals at the hospital.”


  “Last time I saw him, he was pretty upset about the drug traffic. If he found anyone using the bush for transfers, who knows what he might have done? As for records, Jim was pretty methodical. The camp might be worth a look.” Belle pulled out a small notebook and scrawled a few words, frowning at her efforts. “My writing is so bad that it has a shelf life of about ten hours. After that, it’s illegible. Anyway, I’ll be glad to do some fieldwork. Just don’t expect magic revelations. And don’t discount the accident idea completely. One bush pilot I knew for twenty years flew right into a mountain near the Sault ski hills one bright June afternoon. There were five witnesses, and even they didn’t believe what they saw. Nothing wrong with the plane either.”


  They sipped their coffees for several minutes, the interview winding down as they both checked their watches politely. Then Belle spoke up suddenly. “Something I didn’t ask you, Melanie. The answer is probably obvious, but it is personal.”


  “Jim was my personal life, Belle.” She looked dangerously close to tears again, but Belle pressed on.


  “The ageless question. What about enemies?”


  “Enemies? He never had a bad word for anyone. He was a kind and gentle man. I never heard him raise his voice. Oh, except when he got excited about the drug problem in schools.”


  “Kind and gentle means nothing to some people. They regard it as weakness. Did anyone carry a grudge against him, a disagreement even in principle?”


  The girl thrummed at the table with her fingers, a pink flush appearing on each check. “Well, there was Ian, my old boyfriend. Kind of embarrassing, though.”


  “Just keep it under a hundred words. You don’t have to write for the tabloids. What was the story?”


  Mel had been engaged to Ian MacKenzie in her sophomore year. He was in pre-law and heading for Osgoode Hall in Toronto. His irrational jealousy in combination with his heavy weekend drinking had spelled an end to the relationship.


  Belle seemed surprised. Perhaps Melanie’s judgement was not as sound as she had thought. “Did he ever hit you?” she asked.


  “Ha! I’d never have stood for that. But the verbal threats were frightening enough.”


  “What kind of threats?”


  “It happened after I began seeing Jim. In the halls, in the cafeteria, Ian never missed an opportunity to make an evil comment. Once he made a pretty ugly scene and called Jim awful names. Even gave him a shove. You know that kind of male posturing. I was proud when Jim put him down with a few choice words.”


  “And lately?”


  “No sign of him. I hear he’s been hitting the books to raise his grade point average.”


  “So he’s still in town. One last question, Mel, a significant one. We need ‘means’ here. Does Ian have a snowmobile?”


  Melanie grabbed Belle’s arm in her excitement. “My God, yes. A new one every year. His uncle owns the biggest dealership in North Bay.”


  “Too good to be true, and it probably isn’t, if you can follow that. I’ll see, though. Give me his address.”


  Melanie seemed more optimistic when Belle left her. She obviously had a rare combination of common sense and imagination, just like Jim. What a couple they would have...Belle shook herself out of Shakespearean tragedy mode as she crunched on a last maple dip and ordered a box of Timbits for the road.


  Early that afternoon, the Bravo took her to the Burians’ lodge. No welcoming smoke poured from the main chimney this time. Ben gave her a long hug at the door, the wool from his hand-knit sweater brushing her cheek. “Warmer outside than in today. Sorry we can’t offer you anything,” he said.


  “Are you packing up?”


  He touched the cold stove with a sad sigh. “Yes, that’s why no fire. Going back to town soon as Ma sorts the food. Don’t have the heart to stay. Might even sell, anybody’s foolish enough to try to run this dog-eared place. You can list it for us.”


  Belle met the old man’s crinkled eyes and let him talk. “The viewing is this afternoon.” He snorted into a handkerchief and apologized. “Halverson’s. Will you be there?”


  Belle felt as chilled as the dead stove. “Of course. And you probably know that Melanie called me. We had a long talk. I promised her I’d look around the camp.”


  “Don’t know what you’ll find of help, but I guess we owe it to Jim to try. Ted and I gave it a once-over, but it was too much for us to handle right off. Broke me down, that picture of Melanie and all his keepsakes. She was almost like a...” His reedy voice broke. “Just met the girl last winter, but it seemed like we’d been a family forever. She was so good for him. Gave him confidence. ’Course he was always handsome to us, but Mel was the best medicine.” His voice trailed off.


  Belle looked outside and left him with his thoughts. Then she resumed. “Listen, Ben, there’s something else. What did Jim say about suspicious plane landings?”


  Searching his mind, he flicked a lighter on and off, as if he wanted more than anything to start that stove again. “Well, sure, when you’re up in the bush, quiet as it is, you notice everything, specially if it’s out of order, odd, if you understand me. Small planes at night. Landing, too, from the sounds and tracks he saw on Obabika. Told me he was gonna have a word with you about it, you knowin’ that policeman.”


  “Where else?”


  “On Stillwell and Marmot, too. Come and go in ten minutes. Risky stuff in the dark. Fellow here last winter flipped the plane when his wing touched down. Had to lift the whole damn mess off by ’copter. Wasn’t good for nothing but scrap.”


  “When you were at the new hunt camp, was anything out of place?”


  Ben looked out the window to a squirrel digging a pine cone from its store under a stump. “Built it all himself. Axe, hammer and chainsaw. No, nothing was out of place, not that I’d notice. Not much there, anyways, a bit of food, furniture, some of his school stuff. I wish to God he hadn’t tried to make it back that night in the storm. Stupid waste.” He went to a shelf and picked up a folded topo map.


  “See, here’s the one. Not so far from that damn lake where he...Look, Belle.” He set his jaw and passed his hand over his brow. “How in hell did he get off the main trail when he could have found his way home blindfolded?”


  “I see what you mean.” Belle ran her finger over the route. “It’s as if he headed home, then made a left turn miles before he should have. And then drove on and on, even though he was obviously going the wrong way, finally making another wrong turn. Mistakes that a panicky beginner would make, not a pro like Jim.” She checked her watch. “One thing more. How do I get in?”


  “Sometimes he didn’t even lock the camp, but I’ll tell you where the key is anyway. Under the big splitting log.”


  “Thanks, Ben.” As she searched his gray face, today so suddenly an old man, she forced herself to ask about the event she would have preferred to have avoided. “What time at Halverson’s?”


  “Five o’clock. We made it later so’s Jim’s friends...” he wiped at his eyes, “could come after classes. Melanie put the word out around the university. Suggested that we start a scholarship fund in the Forestry Program. I would never have thought of that. And she’s been a help to Meg.” Outside, his wife stood wrapped in a heavy parka, still scanning the silent lake, sparkling silver between the granite hills. It was a postcard, but the wrong one for the moment. Did she still expect to hear a familiar roar come echoing down the paths, to see Jim race in, bringing her a handsome lake trout or a brace of partridge?


  By the time Belle reached home, her engine had been coughing and jerking for ten minutes, and she had been chanting, “Please, please, please. I don’t want to have to walk. New plug’s on the way.” The motor gave a final lurch and expired half-way to the backyard. When she unwrapped the new plug, however, with hands stiffened in the windchill, she managed to drop it on the cylinder head and crack the ceramic base. Just one more addition to a wonderful day. Still, the old faithful had made it home. That’s what counted.


  Later that afternoon, she stuffed herself into a black linen suit, a sop to civilization she had picked up at Eaton’s downtown just before the venerable Canadian institution went belly up. There was only one problem. In the supercold, the van should have been plugged in so that the block heater would keep the oil warm. You don’t want to go to the viewing and you did this deliberately, she chided herself, as the van door creaked in arthritic pain. She plopped heavily onto the seat, which greeted her with the hardness of the Cambrian Shield. Gingerly she fingered the ignition of the hybrid engine. It ground, ground and then flooded, eliciting curses to every Northern god. No good to wait it out. Fuel-injection did not operate like that.


  Bruno’s Towing promised to come with the advisement that the jaunt to the boonies would cost an easy hundred. When a man arrived a hour later, she climbed grumpily into the truck and asked him to drop her at Halverson’s, before towing the van to Cambrian Ford. Cheaper than a cab, and she was already paying royally, she rationalized with an internal growl.


  Halverson’s Funeral Home had been an institution since World War One. One of the first brick buildings, it had given permanence and charm to the downtown clapboard in the boom days of the mining city. Over the years it had inhaled competing businesses to gain a near monopoly except for the suburban burial societies. Everyone who was anyone ended his career at Halverson’s. It was an expected tradition.


  Walking slowly to the door, Belle had to urge herself forward. Her family had hated these ceremonies, preferring simple cremation. Open caskets were the norm in Northern Ontario, maybe a European custom which arrived with the many Greek, Italian or Ukrainian immigrants. Inside the quiet, formal foyer, a middle-aged lady in tasteful shades of gray at a reception desk lifted her pince-nez delicately to consult her program: “The Burian Party, yes, just down to the end of the hall, if you please.”


  From the hallway, she saw other “parties” gathered to whisper in the adjoining rooms. Music drifted by, very soft and understated, a touch of Pachelbel in the night, or was it Mozart? Belle shuddered, willing herself against all odds to relax. A delicate lily of the valley scent wafted along the corridor mixed with the more cloying perfumes of older matrons. Suddenly, she remembered a story her prim and proper mother had told her. Inching along in a receiving line at her school superintendent’s funeral, she had anxiously searched for appropriately consoling words. When she had reached the widow, Terry Palmer had leaned forward, gently taken the woman’s hand, and murmured, “Thanks for a lovely day.”


  Finally, Belle entered a divided room with a sitting area of padded chairs and sofas in Laura Ashley chintz. Homey and reassuring. Turning reluctantly, she saw the casket, taupe with brass fittings, accessorized with palms, candelabra and lavender glads. Several floral arrangements flanked the bier, a white and red rose selection particularly resplendent. What a monumental waste of money when Jim would have preferred the subtle beauty of wildflowers or the spicy resin of pine branches. She walked over to pay her respects, forced her gaze up. And by God, Jim did look good. Healthy, even. And that glowing skin tone. If there were an art to find the mind’s construction in the face, Myron Halverson was a genius. The innocence and goodness that framed Jim’s life could be read here by the blindest sceptic. She knelt on the velvet prie-dieu, murmured a small non-denominational prayer and stood awkwardly, wondering if anyone was noticing the tremor in her hands. Why did funerals make people feel like actors wandering without scripts? What words could form in a moment beyond the limits of speech?


  The Burians were seated in the corner, Meg twisting a handkerchief, Ben thin and stiff in his black suit, and Ted leaning next to his mother, blinking away tears and loosening his collar. Belle was surprised to see old Tracker, grieving in the honest, canine way, ears back, head on her paws, her liquid eyes trusting that Jim would return. “Thanks for coming, Belle,” Meg said. “You were such a good friend of Jim’s.” Belle embraced the older woman tenderly, strangely protective about mothers since her own had died.


  “He had so many friends,” Belle said, summoning up platitudes and hating herself for the failure of eloquence.


  But the Burians were lost in a family tableau missing a central figure. “Yes,” Ben said, his eyes shining. “They’re all here from the university. And Tracker, too, his special pal. Halverson said it would be OK.” There would be no burial, just a crypt until the May thaw, common practice in the North. Graveyards were lonely places from December to April, only the tips of the highest monuments spearing the white desolation.


  Belle slipped aside to sign the guestbook as a frail woman with henna hair and a purse affecting her balance tottered with a cane towards the Burians. In one corner, some professorial types, three-piece suits and beards, nodded sombrely. She caught a few words, “foolish...never should have” and bit back the temptation to offer her opinion. What did these ivory tower characters know about the bush and its rules? They might as well live in Toronto, driving their Range Rovers to work. Mel sat at the other end of the room, next to a man in what looked like an actual mourning suit, a fashion more read about than seen. Handsome and compelling, perhaps European, he put his arm around the girl briefly. Melanie shook her head as an answer, looked up, and gestured to Belle.


  “Belle, you know Franz Schilling?” she asked


  He extended his hand and bowed his head in a courtly manner. For a moment Belle thought he was going to kiss hers, as he raised it slightly and seemed to align his heels. “Hello, Belle. Melanie told me what a comfort you have been. It is very tragic to meet under these circumstances.” What else could be said?


  They made the usual lump-in-throat exchanges, and then Melanie added, “Franz is in charge of the Stop the Park rally.”


  Franz smiled and then spoke quietly, his gaze fixed on Belle. Though his hair was silver-blond and groomed to perfection, his darker eyebrows had a hypnotic effect. “And our efforts should have an effect. If only Jim could be there to march with us. What a tragedy his accident was.”


  The women’s eyes met. “Perhaps not, Professor. Some things are not what they seem,” Belle said.


  He arched an eyebrow and looked over at the casket. “Melanie has told me her doubts, and yes, I found it hard to believe, knowing how careful Jim was as a researcher. But still, I remember the night. Very bad. If he had wanted so much to get home and missed a turn in the blizzard...” His voice trailed to a whisper.


  “Yes,” Belle answered. “His parents told me how important the Sunday family supper was for him. He always arrived in time, no matter what he’d been doing.” Memories of those evenings shared with Jim were too much for Melanie, who started to cry softly.


  “I’ll bring you some water,” Franz said with a slight bow and left for a moment. The girl turned to Belle, struggling for control.


  “Have you found anything yet?”


  “We can’t really talk here. And I’m getting claustrophobic. I can hardly breathe.” Belle passed her hand over her clammy brow. “Why don’t we meet at the Konditorei in about an hour.”


  After making a unobtrusive exit from Halverson’s, Belle was amazed that she felt like eating as soon as the fresh air hit her. Death could be a great appetite builder, a life-affirming ritual rivalled only by sex, a less convenient option.


  An hour later, Melanie eased into the other side of the booth, removing her parka and gloves, her face flushed from the cold. “Were you able to get to the camp yet?”


  “Not yet. My machine needs a new plug. Don’t get your hopes up. Ben says there’s nothing much there.”


  “But Jim did all his work at the cabin. Said he needed the quiet for concentration and inspiration. Perhaps there’s a map showing clusters of the old pines. Maybe that’s where he met or saw someone. You could look for clues,”


  “Clues. Come on, Mel. Don’t be naïve. The only sensible possibility seems to be that he stumbled onto something he shouldn’t have. He suspected drug drops, and you know how he felt about drugs. But to meet someone on the spur of the moment? And how would the killer make it look like an accident? Or get him to that lake? It wasn’t a landing spot like the ones he mentioned.”


  “Talk to Franz about the planes. He told me he had seen the same thing, thought he had, anyway.”


  “Why? Where does he live?” Belle asked.


  “On an island near the marina on Wapiti. You must have passed it. Quite a log cabin complex, from what I’ve heard.”


  Belle searched her memory. “There are a number of camps on islands, but I think I know the one you mean.” Then remembering Franz’s courtly solicitude at Halverson’s, she asked, “Are you two good friends?”


  “Franz and I met when I took his physical anthropology course first semester. Of course all the girls were in love with him, but he was always correct and professional, and besides, you know how strict universities are with these sexual harassment cases. Anyway, a couple of people saw him out to dinner with one of the art teachers.”


  Belle teased the girl. “He’s quite appealing. Reminds me of Christopher Plummer in The Sound of Music.”


  Melanie laughed hesitantly, as the shift in topics relaxed her. “Come on, Belle. He’s not that old.” She seemed in the mood to talk, friendly, interested, an ideal nurturer with her pleasant manner and frank eye contact. “Jim mentioned that you were from Toronto, Belle. How did you happen to come north?” she asked.


  Sudburians were always flattered that in defiance of the moonscape publicity, anyone would join their community. As their bumper stickers proclaimed, “Proud to be a Northerner,” they welcomed newcomers with a frontier sincerity. “I’ve been here for over twenty years, Melanie. My family lived in Toronto, but I spent every summer with my uncle at his camp on Lake Penage. After majoring in English, I went to Teachers’ College.”


  Melanie looked surprised. “English? But you’re not a teacher now. What happened?”


  “Ha. I respected literature too much to try to pound it into bonehead teenagers. This revelation came when I was practice teaching tenth graders. That’s a wicked age, let me tell you. Just as I read the line in ‘Kubla Khan’ about ‘Alph, the sacred river,’ the class broke up. Who would name a river ‘Alf’? The kids laughed so hard that the principal left his office and poked his head through the door. That day I hopped a bus for the North, where I’d wanted to live since I was a kid. Uncle Harold put me through a crash course at Nickel City College, offered me a partnership in his realty business and helped me establish a client base. Then he made sure I got my appraiser’s license. It’s a steadier income. Best of both worlds.”


  “Sounds like a great guy.”


  “Yes, I miss him. Made it to eighty on three packs of unfiltered Camels a day. Now I run the place myself with one other woman.”


  “Jim told me about your house. You must be doing well on your own.”


  Belle laughed. “If you saw my bank balance, you wouldn’t think so. And speaking of balances, I’ve got a mammoth account payable coming at the garage. Can you give me a lift?”


  Melanie drove Belle to collect her van, which was thankfully ready to go, for a mere $200.00 to cover oil and filter and plug change and the extortionary tow from Bruno. “Coulda done it yourself, lady, and saved yerself big bucks,” the mechanic said.


  “Oh, just chip the oil out of the pan at twenty below. With a blowtorch?”


  Belle tooled out of the garage in a pique; her new gold card Visa bill would have to be sent parcel post. Tuning in the news, she was just in time for the obituaries. A thirty-oneyear-old had died when his Corvette had hit a rock cut on Highway 144 to Timmins, a deadly combination. She tugged her seat belt to double-check. A person spent the first four decades going to weddings and the next four going to funerals. And everyone wanted to die young as late as possible.


  Brushing her teeth before retiring, she checked the mirror: the elder elf look, red peppery gray hair, but good skin and clear eyes. What was the use of make-up and fifty-dollar designer haircuts if you had to smash and smear them with toques, face masks and scarves? Living in a city was one thing; living in the bush was another; living in Sudbury fell somewhere in the middle, and maintaining a civilized veneer through a six-month winter of waterline-bursting temperatures or daily avalanches was a fool’s labour.


  Belle climbed gingerly into her water bed and lined up five cigarettes and the latest Robert B. Parker. She tucked a cigarette into her Adolphe Menjou holder, a delicate filigreed gem from the MGM Studios Memorabilia Shop at Disney World in Orlando. Her father had bought it for her when they had made the rounds of the theme parks after her mother’s death. Had he been the oldest person to take the “Back to the Future” virtual reality ride? She could still remember taking his hand, cool and gnarly, as the Delorean rocketed them in dizzying speed toward the mouth of a tyrannosaurus. “Close your eyes,” she had said.


  SIX


  Steve Davis had been a family friend since Uncle Harold had used the young officer for apartment security work back when a few extra dollars were welcome. Though he and Belle sat on different sides of the law vs. justice scales, they met over a meal from time to time when his wife used an argument as an excuse to flounce off to her parents in Thunder Bay. The marriage had been one long, stormy snowshoe uphill, he complained. Why did he keep making the effort?


  No police presence had been evident at Halverson’s during the viewing. She wondered what countermeasures the department had undertaken to control the drug trade and whether the lake landings had been investigated, so Belle called Steve to set up lunch. The Cedar Hut had opened a Mexican room, a nine-day wonder for the mining town, and Belle wanted to awaken her taste buds after years of drought. From a Christmas in Mexico City, she remembered the drum tortilla makers that sizzled on every corner, jolly mamacitas slap-slapping dough onto griddles with the rhythm of a mariachi band.


  Knowing Steve would likely be late, she made her selection, eyebrows herniating at the prices. Belle ladled hot sauce on her combination platter of chicken enchilada and beef burrito and lined up a chilled Dos Equis in readiness to quench the anticipated fires.


  Just as her pupils were beginning to return to normal after the first bites, Steve trudged in, shaking the snow from his parka, and Belle flagged the waitress for a margarita. He manoeuvered his six-six frame into the booth, flashed his handsome black eyes at her, a legacy from his Ojibwa grandmother who had captured the heart of young Rod Davis, a surveyor for the E.B. Eddy Lumber Company. “Olé!” he said after a quick sip of the margarita. “What is this salty stuff, anyway? It’s not bad. Sorry to be late, Belle. A couple of drunks at the Paramount tried to settle an argument about the merits of the Habs against the Leafs. At ten in the morning? What an end to my shift. Say, does Mexican food keep you awake?”


  “Not with a supply of Zantac,” Belle said. “But count yourself lucky. At least it wasn’t a gunfight.”


  “That’s one advantage the police have up north, along with following footprints in the snow. Even the convenience store robberies usually involve knives or bats. Fine with me. They don’t go off accidentally.” He browsed through the menu and followed her suggestion of tamales with a guacamole salad.


  Belle watched him dig into his meal, wary of the green gunk at first, but clearly relishing the flavours. “Well, I can’t exactly identify it, not that I’d want to,” he said, “but it tastes good. And at least it’s food. Remember that Japanese place I tried in Ottawa?”


  “Where you ate the potpourri?”


  “Yes, problem was, it tasted better than the meal.”


  They both laughed. Steve seemed in a good mood, so Belle pressed her case. “I need to talk to you about Jim. Has anything else turned up?”


  His smile faded as he tightened his lips and let out a long breath. “There’s no point in pursuing this, Belle. I knew him, too. Jim’s the last one I ever figured would make a mistake like that, but he did. Stop torturing yourself. It’s over now.” He toyed with the candle lantern, then dipped a tortilla chip into the salsa, crunching noisily as if to drown out her inquiries.


  “Humour me for one more chip, Steve, and I’ll get the cheque. There is one trail we didn’t follow. I wasn’t even thinking about it in the rush of the accident. On some of his trips through the bush, Jim mentioned suspicious landings on small lakes. Lakes where nobody had reason to be. No ice fishing, no camps, no roads.” She looked at his expressionless face, waiting for some nuance of change.


  Steve shrugged and dug into his tamales as soon as they arrived. “Dum da dum dum. Let me guess. You’re clueing me in about drugs? Why, the traffic has tripled up here in the last few years. Did I say tripled? More than that. What can you expect when the economy has diversified so fast? Like the cartoon strip goes, “for better or for worse”, now that we’re the regional centre in the North for health care, education, shopping and government, why not for mind-altering substances as well?”


  “In other words, location, location, location.”


  “You’re a fast learner. We’re not sure exactly where it’s coming from, but east and south, the U.S., port of Montreal. Last week in Newfoundland a bust landed five million dollars of cocaine. The week after that two women were stopped at Mirabel Airport with over half a million. Nice retirement package. Next time Prince Edward Island, home of Anne of Green Gables, for Christ’s sake. Now Toronto’s getting shipments of khat.”


  “Whaaaat?”


  “Khat, an evergreen leaf grown in Kenya and Ethiopia. It has to be chewed fresh one to three hours before the high is reached.”


  “Come on! What an ordeal! Who would bother?”


  “It’s a social event in many cultures, brought over by our increasing refugee population, but its side effects lead to physical violence.”


  “Much too energy-intensive for the North.” She signalled for coffee. “So if the traffic is increasing, as you say, why choose the bush?”


  “Belle, you can’t make illicit transactions at our small airport very well, you know, not big deals. Records are kept. Mechanics, security guards, waitresses, anyone might take note. The fewer people, the better.” He shrugged. “Then again, these fairy tale landings might mean dick-all. Just fooling around.”


  “Maybe so, but Derek is on my list for a chat. He owes me a favour.”


  “Derek Santanen! He’d better know zip if he knows what’s good for him. When we finally got our lad last time, he’d have been knitting in Millhaven pen. But no, you felt sorry for his old folks and pulled him early probation with that job at Snopac. Let Mr. Blimp make his own mistakes. The next one will put him on a ten-year diet.”


  It seemed prudent to change the subject, so Belle asked about Janet. A few months earlier, Steve had been talking about a trial separation. It wasn’t the despair that was killing him, but the hope. He and his wife were opposite personalities, his brooding seriousness versus her sunny, carefree disposition. One raw nerve had been their childlessness. Maybe Margaret Atwood and her Handmaid’s Tale had been prophetic; sperm motility had dropped 30 percent in the last few decades, according to The Globe and Mail. This time, however, an unusual brightness lit his eyes as he talked of the latest chapter of their marital saga. “It’s a turning point, Belle. Keep your fingers crossed, but we may be able to adopt at last. Our name’s on the list, and we’re supposed to get a call Friday.”


  “So soon? For a newborn?”


  “You must be joking. We gave up on that a long time ago. Our best bet is a three or four-year-old, possibly mixed race. Janet seems calmer now that we’ve made the decision, and it couldn’t have come soon enough for me. This old man is forty this year. And no, don’t put one of those ‘Lordy, Lordy, look who’s forty’ ads in the paper.”


  When the bill came, Belle handed her Visa to the waitress. Steve could use a treat with the toys and clothes and godknows-what kiddie stuff in his future. “My part of the bargain. Least I can do for faithful, underpaid government servants.”


  He shook her hand with an over-under-over seventies move she had taught him. “No contest. What about that Clint Black concert next month? Would you like tickets? I’ll get extras for my security duty at the Arena.”


  “Why not? Poor Clint coming up here to the back of beyond! Sudbury simply must show the colours.” Belle laughed. After coffee, they returned to the blasts outside, temporarily warmed by chilies never intended to grow north of Chihuahua.


  On the pretext of needing parts for her Bravo, Belle visited the local Yamaha shop, Snopac. Derek Santanen was wiping grease from his meatloaf-size hands as he smiled at her across the parts counter. A mammoth bag of Cheetos Paws lay nearby, spilling its goodies in a little golden avalanche. He seemed good at his job, but Belle had known that his snowmobile mechanics were sounder than his eating habits when she had promised his parents that she would speak up for him in court.


  Sweating even at twenty below, Derek seemed to put on rather than get into the rusty VW bug that he bumped along their road. No wonder he told her that he had gone through seven sets of tires. Still, he had pushed her up the worst hill during an ice storm, splitting his pants in the process.


  “Derek, I need a set of sliders and a couple of plugs for my Bravo,” she said. “And maybe a bit of information.”


  His mouth opened and closed like a hyperventilating ox as a drift of ancient Old Spice aftershave mixed with sweat wafted across the counter. “I don’t know nothing, Miss Belle. Been minding my own business.” He rummaged for a handful of Paws and crunched them noisily.


  “Don’t Miss Belle me, Derek. Stop tugging your forelock. Anyway, you couldn’t tell the truth unless you thought you were lying.”


  He gave a tentative laugh and passed her the bag, which she summoned heroic willpower to refuse. Paws had just the cheesy flavour and toothsome resistance which had contributed generously to her ten pound Christmas bulge. “I been clean as these here sliders I’m getting for you,” he insisted as he plucked a box from the shelves. His huge Barenaked Ladies shirt rode up his back, revealing overlapping folds of fat, pockmarked chicken skin and coarse black hair. Poor guy.


  “You may be clean now, and I say may...” she said as he gnawed his chapped lips, “but I won’t beat around the bush.” Bad Cop was a difficult role; she nipped a smile as it headed for her mouth. “You had the contacts. Tell me about the drug landings north of the lake.”


  “Hey, I’m no pilot. You really wanna know, I made my buys at the Bearden or at Yukon Jack’s. If I’d spent more time at my camp and less in the bars...” He paused and chewed thoughtfully. “Lake drops? Maybe. Couple summers ago when we had those big winds for over a week, supplies got short. Bomber, that was my main man, said something about conditions being bad for delivery. I didn’t think much about it. Come to think of it, I didn’t think much period.” He seemed pleased with the symmetry of his explanation and smoothed his greasy hair with a pudgy hand. Brilliantine or graphite, Belle wondered?


  “Well, you haven’t been much help, Derek, but maybe that’s a good sign.”


  She paid her $45.00 tab with a roll of her eyes. “Are you sure you don’t need me to put them on?” Derek asked helpfully. “Kinda hard in the cold. I mean...”


  “Never mind, Derek. I think Ed will let me use his garage. And one more thing. You know people who ride the trail system. Anything unusual around the lake?”


  He pondered, searched his elephantine brain until she expected a tortured grinding of gears. “Well, I’m probably screwing up my interests, so don’t say nothing about this. Dan Brooks at the Beaverdam had me doing repairs there. Some old Arctic Cats. But guess what! I got curious about four funny shapes under tarps in the corner and took me a look. Wowee. Two new Mach Z’s. First time I saw one up here. They’s the 796cc liquid-cooled Rotax triple, R.A.V.E. and flat-slide TM-38 carbs. Big-o-mundo power revs with those ponies. Like to knock your socks off, especially on lakes. They say it’s whip, blend and liquefy goin’ through them gears.” His eyes were glazing over like small, round hams; powerful machines came a close second behind his passion for food.


  “You’re a natural poet, Derek. Is that it?”


  “No, ma’am. A Polaris XLT and a Ski-Doo Formula Z. You can run with the big dogs with those beasts. When Dan saw me, he blew up. Then he calmed down, talked about cashing in an old life insurance policy. Said he’d got to be ready to roll when that park opens. Figures he’ll need at least ten to hire out. But that’s nuts. Too good for rentals. ’Course he could be fencing them in a chop shop.”


  Belle tossed her sliders into the van and stopped at Poulton’s for hot wings night. She packed up a few pounds, along with a container of potato salad, coleslaw and rolls. The Canada Food Guide had a special provision for Northern Ontarians: total grams of fat per day had to be double a person’s age. If she were going to hell in a handbasket, let it be well-provisioned. The little liquor store in Garson sported a bottle of Wolf Blass cabernet, which cheered her, since usually Gallo tankcar #3333 was its sole concession to foreign wines.


  When she got home and had reduced the wings to bones, American Movie Classics was featuring Mutiny on the Bounty. Laughton had been abandoned with his officers, promising to row thousands of miles in order to see justice done (and he did). In a more pleasant fate, Clark Gable leaned his handsome profile toward Morita’s, and the crew of the Bounty was safe on Pitcairn Island, to interbreed and become tour guides by the nineties.


  Belle flopped into her waterbed, reminding herself that she had not changed the sheets in about two weeks. Muscling the cumbersome rolling beast was a miasma. Though the process took only six minutes, she hated the chore so passionately that she spent a week on one side and a week on the other. As she drifted off to sleep, she heard the ice making prophetic groans, flexing its great shelf. While the cold still held, it would be interesting to visit the Beave.


  SEVEN


  Six eyes beat two, so after Belle changed the plug, she drove down to Ed’s place, a winterized cottage which the DesRosiers had expanded and modernized after selling their bungalow in town. Rusty, their chocolate-red mutt, chased out to meet her, a deflated soccer ball in her jaws, running crazed circles around Freya, who treated her as an undisciplined but harmless juvenile. The short trip to the lodge would help the dogs burn off some fat; regular walks were rare in winter, and like humans, dogs compensated by overeating or begging scraps.


  “Hi, Trusty Rusty,” she called. The bitch grovelled on her back in the snow and presented her pink belly in submission. Ed hated what he considered her feminine obsequiousness, but had been unable to break the friendly little creature of the habit. It was her nature to show this instinctive deference, Belle thought. To strangers, however, Rusty could present quite a performance of teeth and barks. Outside in the small oak trees Hélène had planted, bird feeders hosted a convention of colourful grosbeaks and a few robber jays. Freya jumped unsuccessfully for the suet ball and got a dirty look, so she ambled in innocence to her pal’s food dish and tried a few snatches. At the kitchen window, Hélène, hearty as her own tourtières and running perpetually in first gear, hoisted a coffee in pantomime.


  Belle entered, careful to remove her boots to spare her friends’ new pride, a ceramic tile floor. Hélène was fiddling with a monstrous white apparatus that was humming and beeping. “Just taking this loaf out of the breadmaker. Bacon and cheese. Looks like it come fine.” She carved a chunk, slathered it with soft butter and presented it along with a mug of creamy coffee. “Shortbread if you want it, too.” Her hand tapped an industrial size pickle jar crammed with tiny pink, white and green trees decorated with silver balls and coloured sugar.


  “My mother used to make these,” Belle confided as she helped herself, noting with shame that she had to drop a few to suck her greedy hand from the jar. Melting under her tongue, they took her back thirty years and gave a sweet blessing to the coffee. “Are you two up for a run to Beaverdam Lodge?” she asked.


  “What for? Got a lead on Jim’s death?” Ed scratched his stomach thoughtfully, giving a self-conscious hitch to his pants.


  “Sort of. Remember how we talked about Dan Brooks’ business prospects once the park went through? Well, apparently those prospects are already materializing. Some pretty expensive new machines from God knows where. I want to look the place over. Check for renovations. Let’s take the dogs. It’s only five miles.”


  “We’re glad to go with you, Belle,” Hélène said. “I’m just sick about what happened to that boy.” She paused and glanced at the latest family Christmas picture magneted on the fridge. “Raising kids is a chancy business, a tragedy like this always so close. A car, a bike, even a fall from a swing.” Belle felt relief at her own single blessedness. Dogs were a heck of a lot smarter than kids, for the most part.


  The ice was hard-packed with the recent traffic, and with the unusual humidity, ethereal patches of fog enveloped the many tear-drop islands, a water colourist’s dreamland recalling the Li River landscape. Periodically the trio stopped to admire the scenery and let the panting beasts catch up.


  At Brooks’ island, a decrepit dock jutted out onto the lake, surrounded by a couple of pickups with knobby tires, four-wheelers for hauling supplies to the mainland a half-mile away via an ice road. Near the juncture of three popular trails, the lodge saw a lot of traffic, especially beer traffic, and more especially after hours. Official closing times were relative for Dan as were limits on the number of drinks sold. Even during the day, Belle had seen more than one driver fall off his sled passing her house. One machine had hit a pressure ridge at high speed, executed a barrel roll and tossed its lucky rider into a snowdrift before crashing upside down.


  They slid up the glazed boat ramps in front of the lodge. A satellite dish rose nearly thirty feet high on a steel pole bolstered by cables. Perhaps this was the landmark which the pilot pulling up to her dock had been seeking. Neatly lined up near a path which led to the cabins sat four Arctic Cats, their paint scuffed and chipped. “These aren’t what Derek mentioned. In those sheds, maybe?” she suggested, pointing her mitt toward the back of the lodge.


  Ed traced a fracture on one fibreglass hood. “Rentals are risky. I wouldn’t want some idjit handling my baby for any price. Not even Hélène. That’s why she has her own machine.” His wife aimed a less than gentle kick toward his leg, but he continued with a grin. “Like to throw a cylinder or wreck the track on bad ground.” He stepped aside as a large party of noisy snowmobilers walked past to the parking area.


  One man yanked repeatedly on his starter in frustration. “ ’Course it won’t start, you dumbass. You left the kill switch on!” his friend yelled while his buddies slapped the back of his head and guffawed.


  Give me the Burians’ little place any day, Belle thought. The Beaverdam was a circus. Old Pete Brooks had first built the lodge in the forties to cater to the fishing trade, but after the lakes suffered with acid rain, the trade had dropped off. Upon Pete’s death ten years ago, his son Dan had taken over. More friendly than ambitious, Dan hoisted a few too many with his customers and had let the place rot. One visit had been enough to turn Belle away. Now the situation had changed. The lakes were reviving, and so was the Beaverdam. This was no cheap facelift, but a regular overhaul, complete with Pella windows, insulated French double-doors, new siding and shingles.


  “You dogs behave now. No biting. Here’s some jerky,” Hélène ordered as the animals licked their lips and cocked their heads as if they understood. They were friendly and safe enough outside on their own. The idea of tying a dog in such a situation would make a Northerner laugh.


  The trio tucked their helmets under their arms and entered the lodge, stamping their boots perfunctorily on the broad oak boards. A cheery fire burned in the fieldstone fireplace, Pete’s pride, every rock lugged in his boat from the North River deposits. Stuffed pickerel and monster lake trout adorned the walls. Belle cast a glance at the additions which had tripled the size of the main room. Seating for an extra fifty at least. “Bucks” and “Does” were accommodated at the back, past a long, scarred bar stocking nothing fancier than Canadian Club. Most people drank beer anyway. Jars of pickled eggs and sausages sat by the cash along with chips and pretzels. It was quiet for late Saturday morning. The menu offered breakfast until eleven, so that was what they ordered. Very few places could screw up that simple meal.


  “I miss Pete. Those days were the best. Plenty of fish in the lake, haul out five-pounders to fill our freezer. And no talk of that natural mercury stuff the Ministry keeps harping about now,” Ed said, rolling his eyes. “Not that I worry. Tastes the same to me. Ozone layer blown up, chemicals in the food, radon in the basement, we’re all goners.”


  “I wonder if Brooks is still taking Americans bear baiting,” Hélène said, watching the waitress disappear into the kitchen. The common practice, disdained by purists, consisted of hanging rotten meat in a tree and bivouacking nearby, sipping a mickey of rye in a tree house until Bruno nosed out the gamey snack and went to heaven for his appetite.


  “Salting deer and moose ain’t legal, but baiting is. Laws don’t make no sense. Bow hunting’s another thing entirely, but this is fish in a barrel if you ask me. I knowed a guy used doughnuts. Red jelly kind did the trick,” Ed said.


  Hélène shook her head. “I hardly call that hunting. Murder more like. See any of that in our woods and I’ll tear it right down. ’Course, if the animals come knocking, it’s a different story.” A fine black bear skin hung on their wall from one spring afternoon when a young boar, just awake and foraging after its long nap, had smelled fish cooking. It had ripped out a window on its way into the kitchen. A handy shotgun was never far from the cottagers’ reach. The Ministry had fumed but admitted that 911 was of limited help against giant claws raking the cabin doors. Once in a while, for public relations, particularly if the offending bear were damaging property, officers from the Ministry of Natural Resources would trap one in a giant metal cylinder on wheels and relocate it a hundred miles north.


  “There’s been some money put in here,” Belle said as she scanned the room. “Those windows don’t come cheap. That jukebox is new, so are the two video games and that big screen TV.” She consulted a folded card on the table. “Karaoke Night? We are getting very fancy here, folks.”


  The waitress brought their eggs, bacon and thick homemade toast. Hélène’s eyes followed her as she moved around the booth, and Belle wondered at her interest, chalking it up to motherly concern. The girl’s skin was nearly transparent over her prominent cheekbones, her eyes ringed with dark shadow. Hélène touched her arm gently as she turned to leave. “Brenda?”


  The girl’s face brightened. “Mrs. DesRosiers. I didn’t see you.”


  “Working for your dad this winter?”


  She nodded, pushing back her limp hair as if suddenly embarrassed at her appearance.


  “Are you still writing stories about those Puddingstone kids? You were on to something there,” Hélène said.


  The girl’s wan smile brightened her face. “Sometimes. Dad said I could take a course at the college next fall in between our seasons.”


  “Brenda!” An irritated voice yelled from the kitchen.


  “Nice seeing you.” She moved off, pausing to clear the next table quickly, the dishes clattering on the tray.


  “Brooks’ daughter?” Belle asked.


  “Slave,” Ed said. “He couldn’t run the place without her and the wife working like navvies.”


  “How did you meet her?”


  Hélène looked at her husband. “She went to school with our youngest son. Came to his graduation party must be three years ago and spent most of the time helping me in the kitchen, poor shy thing. Had a fancy to write a book about the Puddingstone kids, she called them. On St. Joseph Island where she used to visit her grandfather.”


  Belle tapped her knife on the placemat with a map of Ontario. “On the way to the Sault. Now I remember. That pretty rock. Kind of a pink with dots of green and red like a steamed pudding.”


  “It was a cute idea. It might have given her an escape from here and from her father. Doesn’t look like she’ll get the gumption to leave on her own. Best thing she can do is look for a husband.” She noticed Belle’s sniff and explained. “It’s quick and easy, and it often works. Sometimes a woman needs a knight.”


  Coffees finished and the tab paid, they strolled the yard like confident, overfed American tourists. “Let’s find the septic system,” Belle suggested. “That’s where big money has gone. I count ten cabins, and the lodge, of course.” Over a small hill near a barn lay an expanse of undisturbed snow. A humming motor inside an open shed nearby caught their attention.


  Ed rubbed his mitts together. “Big ’un all right. Listen to her purr. Sent all the way to Toronto, I’ll bet.” Behind hockey and fishing, septic systems were the third most popular topic on Edgewater Road. Requirements for a permit were stricter than the bar exam. People drank out of Wapiti, and no one wanted the water tainted by ancient cracked tubes to nowhere, well chambers made of rusted oil furnace drums and field beds flooded by bad drainage. The Boreal forest, with its thin veneer of peat over rock, made a good system costly. Building one required large excavations and tons of backfill. The tab for Belle’s house had run over eight thousand dollars. On the Beaverdam’s rocky island, the only option would be a so-called Cadillac installation where electrical power heated the effluent for more rapid breakdown and allowed a smaller bed.


  Belle looked around furtively. “I’m going to check the barn. You two keep an eye out.”


  She slipped into the weathered frame building while Hélène and Ed talked outside. In the back, under tarps as Derek had discovered, was a steroid brigade of powerful gleaming new sleds. Suddenly a whistle caught Belle’s ear and she slipped out a back door, just as a lean man in work clothes, a heavy red-checked shirt and insulated vest came towards them from the lodge. He was carrying an ice auger. “Help you folks with something? Need to rent a machine? Come in from one of the huts?” He motioned to the ice village off the point half a mile and lit a cigarette as the collies nipping at his heels exchanged canine courtesies with Freya and Rusty.


  He gazed with interest at Belle’s tracks alongside the barn. “You don’t want to be walking off the paths. There’s all sorts of machinery and old metal parts under the snow.”


  Belle answered with a sheepish smile, though she felt her pulse throb against her neck. “I was looking for that big yellow birch. Carved my name on it when my uncle brought me up here as a kid. You must be Dan. I’m Belle Palmer, and this is Ed and Hélène DesRosiers.” The men shook hands.


  “I couldn’t help admiring the job you’ve done with this place. Looks like a million,” Belle added.


  He drew slowly on his cigarette, then flipped it into the snow and grinned broadly, the proud proprietor. “Well, not really. Needed some fixing up for a long time. You folks from around here?”


  “We live down the lake. Out this morning to exercise the dogs. Saw you had some rentals and wanted to tell our friends in town. How do you like the Cats?” Ed asked, winking at Belle as Brooks turned away to cough.


  The lodge owner waved his hand in dismissal. “Oh, picked them up at auction down south. Nothing special. Good enough for the tourists, though, if you take my meaning. Don’t want to give them anything too new or fancy or it’ll be junk quick enough.”


  “What do you charge?” grinned Ed.


  He snorted. “Well, you know city folks. Sounds like a lot to them, seventy-five an hour. But five hunnert wouldn’t pay if they can’t handle ’em. How many times I’ve had to go carve those suckers outta the slush. Not supposed to go into the bush neither. Two Toronto fellas ridin’ double on the cheap broke down north of the lake last year. -25° that day. And they’s none of them had the sense ta carry even a match. Some old trapper saved their dumb hides. Make ’em take survival gear now, tarp, lighter, extra gas.”


  Ed gave a hearty laugh. “Have to show them how to use it!”


  Hélène had been checking her watch. She pulled on Ed’s jacket. “Come on. Someone has to get to town for groceries.” They left Brooks patting his dogs and casting an eye over his property.


  While they rested at the half-way point, Belle pushed up her visor. “Somehow I don’t think he bought the story about the yellow birch,” she said.


  “Maybe not, but you can bet he’ll get rid of those beauties you saw in the barn. Big business now. Star said yesterday there’s been over 230 stolen each of the last three years. Ship ’em off fast, though. Can’t ride a hot machine anywhere on the trail plan where there are wardens to check your permit. And a Mach Z’d stick out like a sore thumb,” Ed said, gunning his motor with his own digit.


  That afternoon Belle called Mike Minor, the health inspector for the region, who stamped approval on every new septic bed. “Mike, I need some information about aerobic systems, like at the Beaverdam,” she said.


  “Anaerobic, you mean,” he responded with a laugh. “What do you need to know?”


  “How big a system would Brooks need with all those cabins? What would it cost, including backfill?”


  “Pay attention now. I might ask questions later,” he replied. “I certified the whole shebang just before the winter. Must have struck it rich with the Super Seven lottery. Cost of the fill means nothing. Hauling it in by barge is the problem. ’Course, he has a Bobcat backhoe, so he does his own work. Still, you’re talking forty grand minimum with the ten cabins.”


  “Where do you think he came by that money these days? Cashed in some insurance?”


  “A lottery ticket’s his only insurance. I’ve had my eyes on violations ever since he took over from Pete and let the place go to hell. Nearly shut him down five times. Sharp-eyed boaters reported raw sewage was pouring into the lake one Labour Day weekend. An accident, of course. Nothing would surprise me about that fellow, but he’ll be as hard to catch as a century sturgeon. What are you getting at?”


  “Not sure yet, Mike, but we’ll have a smasher when I get in a supply of Wild Turkey for you.”


  Fresh with the information about Brooks, Belle tried calling Steve, but his answering machine took his place. She left a brief message, glad to avoid another lecture.


  Come to think of it, Belle recalled, the lodge owner did look like a sturgeon, lean and mean and shrewd and primitive. Likely to bite off innocent toes dangling from a dock.


  EIGHT


  Belle slept late, squirrelled away under a goosedown duvet, having slapped off her radio wake-up station when it blasted out a song about Bubba shooting a jukebox. The warm undulations of the waterbed, so forgiving of bones and sinews and muscles, undermined good intentions about early rising. I spend too much time in bed, she decided, trying to rouse herself with thoughts of a postcard sunrise and the Toronto Stock Market quotes.


  Out of luck on the first count at least, the warmer temperatures having painted a steel-blue sky, overcast with a threat of snow. What had happened to the greenhouse effect? It had been the coldest winter in 140 years, the paper said. The frost had reached an incredible eight feet into the ground; so many town water mains had ruptured that people were being asked to run one tap at a pencil width until the end of April! Steam jet outfits were making three hundred dollars a trip, blasting frozen septic lines. Belle thought ruefully of her perennials under their blanket of snow. Would she ever touch the bronze irises again, the Oriental lilies, the Jacob’s ladder, monkshood, peonies? Had she been crazy to plant a kiwi in Northern Ontario, though the forever optimistic spring catalogue had dubbed it hardy through Siberian zone 3?


  She shivered as she inserted her feet into a pair of sheepskin-lined house slippers and put on her fleece robe. Downstairs, only a bed of coals remained in the stove. She went onto the deck and down the stairs to a wood supply under a tarp, bringing back two pieces of maple.


  From the feeder tank in the basement, she collected six victims in a juice pitcher and bore them upstairs. First she tossed Big Mac a handful of chopped sole. His twenty inches of lithe gray muscle vacuumed the tank, gulping large frozen chunks with a piscine sang-froid. The “dickeybird” discus, soft blue and brown stripes and delicate mouths (tossed out of the piranha family for good behaviour) picked demurely at a few shreds. Then when Mac slowed down, Belle dumped some flakes and the live sacrifice. The goldfish, shocked by the warmer water, dropped to pant on the bottom, hiding confidently beside Mac’s battleship bulk, which they interpreted as cover. He merely opened his mouth and swallowed them along with a few small rocks, bits of scales spewing out along with the pebbles. What was keeping Hannibal? Finally the needlefish’s radar located a moving target. His tiny propellers fanning, he zeroed his torpedo body, long ball-tipped snout pointed at his prey. Then with a z-kink from the Permian programme in his old reptilian brain, he zapped forward, snatching the fish in the middle, working it gently to slide head first down his gullet. “Good for you,” Belle said with a maternal nod.


  So much for finding any leads at the Beaverdam, Belle thought. Maybe a chat with the local coroner would be more fruitful. She paged through the phone book to find Dr. Patrick Monroe’s practice. A personal visit would tell more in body language than in words, not that she expected a doctor would take a phone call anyway. The Ontario Health Insurance Plan had delisted that luxury.


  Downtown Sudbury hadn’t changed much in the years since Belle had arrived. Businesses had suffered in the boom-bust mining town, and multiplying suburban malls had dealt the downtown area a further blow. Why pay parking fees only to run a gauntlet of winos and annoying teenage panhandlers in their shiny Doc Martens? Even the icon Canadian Tire had moved to the south end. Aside from a theatre, the YMCA complex, a chain store or two and some established shops with a loyal clientele, only a new seniors’ apartment along with the city and provincial government building porkbarrels kept the core on artificial respiration. And not all the fancy brick sidewalks or tree plantings could revitalize it. The only good news lately was the rumour about a giant call centre taking over the old Eaton’s complex.


  Parking at one of the meters, she dropped in a loonie, narrowing her eyes as a young man sidled up. He wore a heavy hydro parka and carried a worn plastic bag. A red toque covered his head, mashing his long hair well down his neck. Stubble covered his chin as he gave her a lopsided grin, exposing a dark tooth. “Spare a dollar-fifteen?”


  A dollar-fifteen. That was a novel approach, she thought. “Sure, but that won’t buy a beer,” she said.


  “Huh, I want a coffee, that’s all. It’s cold.” He blew out his breath for effect, and Belle retreated a step.


  “Well, that sounds reasonable. Tell you what. I’m going down the street to pick up some heavy cartons at the bookstore. Give me a hand, and the money’s yours.”


  He leaned against the meter, placing it under his arm like a crutch. “Ah, get away with you.”


  “I’m serious. Do you want the job or not?”


  “Get away with you,” he repeated in a cheerful tone that implied that he found her as much a character as he was and turned to consider the saner prospects leaving the bank teller machine down the street.


  The Maley Building, circa 1922, tall for its time at five storeys and once a decent professional address, reeked of musty paper, cigar smoke and antiseptic as Belle walked down the dark hall to an old-fashioned frosted door which bore Monroe’s name, General Practitioner. In the tiny waiting room sat, or rather perched, a gigantic woman, shifting buttocks in polite discomfort, while she read from Max Haines’ Doctors Who Kill. She smiled a Rita MacNeil greeting, and Belle nodded back, looking in vain for a secretary. Shrugging, she picked up an ancient Newsweek with Reagan, the Great Communicator, on the cover. The world had turned over many spins since then, and his descent into Alzheimer’s was depressing for someone with an aging father, so she opted for a pamphlet on smoking. Maybe it was time to convert to the patch. Her arm itched already.


  For a few minutes, the only sounds were the flipping of pages and Rita’s laboured breathing. Finally, a young man in work clothes emerged from the inside office with a limp characteristic of industrial back injuries, lit up a cigarette and walked out whistling “Country Roads”. When the door opened again, an attractive man in his late fifties, silver hair carefully brushed, a pressed lab coat and Windsor knot in his red striped tie over a pale blue oxford shirt, announced, “Judith Ann Harrison.” Rita beamed and twiddled a goodbye.


  By five o’clock, the office had cleared. “I don’t have an appointment, Doctor. My business is personal. Could you spare five minutes?” she asked at his puzzled stare.


  “Medicine is always personal. If I can help you, my dear,” he eyed her appraisingly, “come into my office.”


  Seated in the chair in front of his desk, Belle could see framed certificates on the wall attesting to his degrees. Golf trophies and tournament photographs lined the shelves behind him. There was a moment of silence while he looked at her expectantly. “I understand that you acted as the coroner in the Burian drowning,” she said abruptly.


  He stiffened and shifted to a cold, official tone. “We don’t have a full-time coroner. I was on call that month. Is this a police matter? You didn’t show me any identification.”


  Belle gave him a worried smile that spelled naïveté. “I’m a realtor, Doctor, not even a private investigator. But I was Jim Burian’s friend, and I was the one who found his body. I still see his face in my dreams. And that hand.” Her voice trembled and she looked at the floor, a human version of Rusty’s deferential belly presentation.


  Monroe sat back in his chair, his voice mellowing sympathetically. “Well, now I understand. That must have been quite a shock. The hand protruding from the ice was unusual. Apparently a branch worked under the coat. Shallow lake full of deadwood, the officers said. Now, normally a body floats head down, bent over from the waist.” He passed her a box of tissues, which she accepted with a grateful nod. Then he flexed his hands, patrician fingers curving gently around a Mont Blanc pen. “As for what I found, there’s a copy of my report at the police department. These deaths are tragic but getting all too common with the popularity of snowmobiles. And 90 percent of the accidents occur to young men between 18 and 30. A dangerous cocktail of alcohol, drugs and hormones.”


  “I knew Jim since he was a kid. And that rationale just doesn’t fit. Jim never drank when he drove, not car, snow machine or boat. Drugs would be out of the question. Most of all, he was cautious and experienced. Riding was second nature to him, never had even a minor accident.”


  “Nonetheless...” He lowered his gaze in professional resignation.


  “What can you tell me? It would be more helpful than reading the report since I could ask questions.”


  He sighed but seemed flattered to display his expertise. “Drowned, of course. Water in the lungs clearly showed that. But even without that, it might have been what we call a dry drowning, especially with the shock of the cold.”


  Belle leaned forward on her chair. “A dry drowning! You mean it wasn’t an accident?”


  “No, my dear. I don’t mean that. A dry drowning is simply the term for what happens in a sudden laryngospasm. The esophagus shuts off, you see.” He made a coup de gorge gesture, shooting his gold cufflinks.


  “Now I understand. Forgive my ignorance. Is this common?”


  “Not really. Fewer than 15 percent of drownings. The autopsy would reveal no physical evidence, nothing more than a lack of water in the lungs. ‘Suffocation’ is a more exact term here, suffocation caused by shock.”


  “Sounds grim.” She shuddered. “What else did you notice?”


  He plumped up at the compliment and went to his files, returning with a manila folder. “You’re so persistent, Miss or is it Mrs. Palmer, that I might as well be exact.” He put on a pair of oval tortoise-shell reading glasses and selected a sheet. “Ummmm. Let me simplify the technical language. No sign of any contusions or bruising. No drugs or alcohol, as you tell me.”


  “I guess it’s hard to determine the time of death.”


  “I should say so. With the body preserved in such cold water, we have to weigh other factors. When had he last been seen? What were the temperature and conditions for refreezing the ice? The best guess is that he died within twelve hours of your finding him. The officers said that the lake had refrozen several inches. Swamp lakes with their vegetation and gasses are always warmer, always dangerous. Then again, if only he had been going slower or faster.”


  “Yes, he might have stopped, or more speed might have carried him over. I’ve seen those silly summer runs over water, too. But Jim’s Ovation was so underpowered that he would never have counted on speed to get him out of trouble. I own the next size down, and believe me, it’s fine for plugging along, nothing more. He had no reason to be within miles of that lake. And even so, not even to try to struggle to safety? A strong young man like that?”


  “There was a storm, I understand. A moment of confusion. A big price.” Monroe grew philosophic. “He was fifty feet from shore, wearing a heavy suit and full-face helmet, which evidently he was unable to remove. Shock hits like a hammer. In a matter of seconds the whole nervous system, breathing, everything, is nearly paralyzed. Maybe if he’d had one of those flotation suits...”


  Belle gave him a sad nod. “Wish I could afford one.” She’d had personal experience with cold water shock thanks to a stupid experiment. One early May when a few shards of ice still drifted on Wapiti, she had climbed out onto the rock wall to break her record for first dip of the year. The water felt numbingly tolerable up to the knees, but when she dropped to her neck, her breathing failed. With a supreme effort of will against paralyzed lungs, Belle had crawled back to the rocks and collapsed, gasping with relief.


  “And the stomach contents? They always ask that on TV.” Belle was warming to her role.


  Composed as he was, this made Monroe smother a laugh, a smile teasing his handsome mouth. “You are so very scientific. His stomach was empty, which was odd since I did find shreds of fish and vegetables between his back teeth.” His voice grew pensive and she leaned forward. “It didn’t seem significant at the time. I thought that perhaps he had vomited. Perhaps he had been ill earlier, or the shock from the accident.” He drew circles on a notepad. “The flu, a fever, that might account for some disorientation, but after all, we don’t conduct autopsies searching for the common cold.” He sighed and consulted his watch, a splendid Rolex. “I expect one late patient. But I could meet you for a drink at the Camelback Road, say, if you have any other questions. They make a superb vodka martini.” He removed the glasses and leaned closer, raising an expressive eyebrow which reminded her of Francis X. Bushman in the original Ben Hur. Charming, knowledgeable and the slightest bit dangerous. Always more interesting than the nice ones.


  Belle extended her hand and enjoyed the warm smoothness of his skin when he pressed it a moment longer than necessary. “Unfortunately, I have an appointment in half an hour to show a house. You know real estate.” She flashed a bright and earnest smile. “You’ve been helpful in addressing my concerns. I just had to check. Jim was a good friend.”


  She hummed tunelessly as she left the office and headed straight to the nearest Tim Horton’s for sustenance. “No, no, no, dear Doctor. I still don’t buy this convenient scenario. Even you were starting to question your findings. If those drunks who went down on Matagamasi last year had the wits to swim for it, a sober Jim would have tried and made it too. He knew how to build a fire, always had a lighter or wet-safe matches in his suit.”


  Fresh-baked aromas wafted under her nose as she ordered her brew. Despite the imminence of dinner, she found herself pointing shamelessly at a giant croissant dripping with white chocolate and sprinkled with almonds. Detective work definitely sharpened the appetite.


  She moved the sugar container pensively, as she alternately munched and sipped, pondering the unsettling details of the autopsy. Had Jim had the flu? Had he been on any medication? Sometimes cold pills caused drowsiness, especially combined with a fever.


  The information she had so far left three probable causes for Jim’s death. An accident, a planned murder, or an opportunistic killing. But only a fool would count on meeting his victim in a blizzard. Even if Jim had been attacked, why weren’t there any traces of injuries? Why no signs of another sled? Maybe she was looking without seeing. Her mother’s time-honoured theory was that lost objects often were exactly where they were supposed to be, so what was she missing? Suddenly Belle noticed that she had poured half the sugar bowl into her coffee.


  “Go for it, darlin’. Sweets for the sweet,” an oily voice drawled. Tony Telfer sat down without an invitation. In a bizarre combination of Yellowknife, Calgary and Toronto, he wore a snappy beaver hat and a pair of snakeskin boots with his woollen trenchcoat. A builder just on the lucky side of crooked, he was always trolling. Once the hook was taken, he coaxed the client into expensive features like designer closets, Jacuzzis and gigantic Malibu foyers. King of short-term corner-cutting, he substituted utility grade for number one wood, spruce for pine, half-inch for five-eighths-inch plywood, and supplied shingles which shed their grit faster than the perch of a hyperactive budgie.


  “Moving any insulation these days, Tony?” asked Belle. His brother Charlie had made front page news a decade ago by constructing an entire subdivision with the same batts of insulation, ferrying it on to the next house after each inspection. By the time buyers turned on their thermostats in September, Good Time Charlie was long gone to warmer points unknown with a sizable profit from each home.


  “Come on, Belle. Charlie’s the black sheep of the family.” He flashed an army of gleaming white caps from Sudbury’s best dentists.


  “And you’re the wolf?” she laughed, snapping her teeth. “So how’s your business, to speak in the loosest possible terms?”


  “Grrrrrreat. Tony the Tiger knows. Heard about that new park on Wapiti? I have an angel who’s going to put up a block of condos, no expenses spared. St. Pete style, only tasteful, you know? The old doll wants to remember hubby by bringing over all his relatives from the old country or something. I think my proverbial ship is coming in. There might be a little dinghy in it for you, Belle.” He drummed his fingers near her coffee cup as she smothered a laugh.


  By now the courts should have frozen Julia Kraav’s assets. Tony had a big surprise coming, but Belle wouldn’t spoil his pleasure today. “You’ll never get the zoning, my friend. No way.”


  “Oh no? Just watch me once the park goes in. It’s long overdue. That whole lake is crying out, ‘Tony, develop me, develop me.’ ” He chuckled wickedly, twirling an imaginary mustache like a Perils of Pauline villain. “And I’ll tell you something else, dearie. This is going to be so sweet that I think I’d kill anyone who got in my way. Figuratively speaking, of course.”


  Berlin of the twenties, Canada of the nineties. Money makes the world go around. That clinking, clanking sound. No matter where or when you lived, commerce trotted along like a hungry puppy which would grow up into the Hound of the Baskervilles. Belle left a fifty cent tip on the table and glanced over her shoulder as she left to see whether Tony grabbed it.


  On her way to the DesRosiers, Belle picked up a bottle of Glenlivet as her contribution to the evening. A good guest always came with a thank-you present, her mother had said. Their ice hut had provided several small lake trout that week. She knocked and entered simultaneously, twirling the bottle on the kitchen table. “Crank up that hot fat. I feel a chill,” she said. A hiss of oil, and the race was on. The deep-fried fillets revved up her taste buds with their mustard and corn meal batter doused with New Orleans hot sauce. Hélène had shaved a cabbage for cole slaw and sliced potatoes. The fry-for-all was doing no favours for anyone, but who cared? Remembering Jim laughing as he grilled her a fresh pickerel over a crackling campfire, Belle savoured every bite. They’d all be thinking of that senseless death until the Scotch ran out.


  Belle described her meeting with the good doctor. “Monroe looks like a charlatan.” She sprinkled vinegar over everything not moving. “Never missed a chance, though. Wanted to have a drink at the Camelback. No doubt rent a room nearby, too.”


  Hélène agreed. “I’m no fan. He used to be our family doctor. I’ve known some gets tranquilizers like candy from him. My sister, for one, floats around in a blue fog when it’s that no-good husband she oughta get rid of. Darn near killed herself and her daughter hitting a slurry truck last year.”


  “Thought we were here to cheer up. Where’s that dessert?” Ed poured another slug into his coffee royale while Hélène brought in the sugar pie. Belle moaned in anticipation. Was there any greater invitation to gratuitous gluttony than this sinful French Canadian concoction? As if the marathon meal hadn’t been enough, Hélène sent Belle home with a three-pound chunk of moose meat and a recipe for jerky. “Réjean, my cousin from up near Bisco, got lucky this year and remembered his old aunt. It’s been in the freezer since the season was over, but good for drying. Let me know if you like the garlic flavour. I got sweet and sour, too.”


  When Belle got home, Freya seemed unusually yappy, as if something had disturbed her routine. To the Purina, Belle added milk. “You have the best diet of us all. Sometimes I think that I should try a bowl. Cheap, quick, maybe no worse than those vegetarian mushburgers I brought home last week.”


  They moved into the video room, Belle into her recliner, Freya with three chile babies. A frustrated mother, the dog was forever assembling them, squeaking and licking the toys, and dragging them to bed.


  TNT’s choice was The Great Lie with Bette Davis and Mary Astor, two classic bitches in the archetypal woman’s picture. Hollywood was ripe for a return to the heyday of strong female leads, Thelma and Louise having been at the cutting edge of nothing.


  Before turning out the lights, Belle selected an exotic new cream: orange, lanolin and witch hazel. The costly treat had been initially disappointing, but out of cheapness she decided to give it another try. The lights went out to mutual sighs and scrabbles. She hoped the dog would not snore. Instead of sheep, Belle counted snowmobiles.


  A few hours later, as the full moon poured through the bathroom window, the phone rang. She glanced blearily at the clock. 3:30. Picking up the receiver, she heard a click. And then silence. Freya sat up and shook her head as if to wake up, ears pricked for sounds. Nuisance callers. Belle unplugged the phone and looked out for a moment as the Northern Lights dazzled the lake like a hyperactive rainbow, drowning out Orion and Betelgeuse. In the uneasy dimension between disturbing dreams and a pleasant reality, Belle saw Freya chasing a rabbit across tracks in front of a never-ending train. She heard the muffled drone of snowmobiles outside which mimicked the roar of the engine in her dream. Freya barked once. “Calm down, girl. Wait for me.” And Belle fell asleep, the chimney smoke gently curling into the night.


  NINE


  On Tuesday, the famous shrimp dinner day, Belle left herself plenty of time to reach the nursing home. When he had lived in Florida in his own house with his own dog and own cat, time had been a joke with her father: “I get up at ten to six every day, not a quarter to six, not five to six, but exactly ten to six.” Now lagging hours and minutes measured only intervals between mealtimes. Belle knew he didn’t realize her difficulties in maintaining a schedule given long distances and the vicissitudes of winter.


  A mile past her house, a spectacle had occurred, a rural version of Canada’s Funniest Home Videos. The plow had sloughed off the road at a wickedly banked corner. Looking like a metal mantis conceived by an idiot, the gigantic apparatus was flailing its legs and flexing its lifts, trying to free itself, but only sinking perilously closer to the hydro pole. Belle held her breath at the possibility of the pole snapping like a matchstick, stranding most people in a cold, dark and waterless hell. The sheepish operator assured her that he had radioed for help.


  Across the road from Carlo’s place, a large red fox, its tail bushy and bold, stood fearlessly watching her car. As she drew abreast, it bounded easily up the hill through heavy snow. Belle hoped that the creature had been supping on Carlo’s cats, a wish probably shared by all his neighbours. An electrical engineer from Brownsville, Texas, Carlo lived a hermit’s life in a ramshackle cottage. When the septic system clogged, and when pump repair and frozen waterline bills became too onerous, he did without plumbing, to the dismay of adjoining home owners. Once in a blizzard he had knocked timidly at Belle’s back door with a small bottle in his hand, seeking drinking water. Although he had a woodstove, he holed up in his triple-insulated bedroom with only a tiny space heater, he said. He bathed at work and ate out, yet he looked strangely debonair on the rare occasions he did appear in a three-piece suit and fedora, as if he had stepped out of a film noir.


  A few years ago, somebody dumped two cats secretly into his trunk at a gas station in Point au Baril. This accidental conjoining had relieved his conscience from all responsibility, so he had let them multiply until they had decimated the bird and squirrel population for a mile in each direction. Feral survivalists, the Darwinian remainders terrorized little children in the summer and ransacked garbage more ruthlessly than the bears. With no vet care, they likely carried rabies as well. Wrenches sticking out of his overalls, Carlo was bending over the rusted helm of an ancient Mustang, one of the seven or eight in his personal inventory. An enterprising cannibal, he juggled batteries, tires, and licenses routinely to stay mobile. “How many cats left now, Carlo?” Belle asked as she stopped and rolled down the window.


  A cloud of garlic, his universal panacea, drifted into the car. “Oh, come on, do not tell me you are still mad about that,” he grinned, wiping a greasy hand on his overalls, then pulling a comb from somewhere to rake his thick black hair. “Say, when can I come and rent a room with the most beautiful woman in Canada? Hot water would be fantastic, not to mention your company.” He gave a theatrical leer to emphasize their ongoing joke.


  “Don’t be so cheap, Carlo. You make enough to equip your cottage quite nicely. You have another twenty years to retirement with Ontario Hydro. Why not enjoy them in the twentieth century?” She grinned. “And as for your social life, take out an ad. Men, especially ones with bucks, are at a premium, or didn’t you know?”


  He cocked his head like a whimsical jay. “Perhaps they would be interested in me only for my cars. I’m going to Windsor to buy another Mustang. A red fastback 1970 V-8. You must come for a ride. You will look like a queen. And I will treat you to dinner at the airport.”


  The airport? Carlo ate there regularly and chatted with the staff. “Seen any strange plane landings on the lake, Carlo? After dark?” she asked.


  “That’s not allowed, you know.”


  “Don’t be naïve. I’m talking about drug landings.”


  “Oh ho!” he chuckled, sticking out his lower lip and paddling it thoughtfully. “It could be true. There is a lot of money to be made that way. I travel back to Texas three times a year to see my family. Lucky for me I am honest.” He patted his chest in appreciation of his ethics.


  “What about suspicious characters at the airport? I know you’re one, but anybody new?”


  He mugged shamelessly, clearly enjoying the spotlight. “I talk to everyone, the pilots, the mechanics, and especially the beautiful flight attendants. But there is one flyer I never trusted who comes through once in a while with a Beechcraft. Very unfriendly. He has been in the restaurant, but he refuses to enter into friendly conversation. I don’t like the looks of him.”


  Wishing Carlo well, Belle drove off, keeping the window open to air out the garlic. Medical science might prove him right. Garlic cloves were being touted as cures for any ailment from colds to cancer.


  Before that shrimp lunch with Father, she had allotted an hour to the unsavoury task of a chat with Ian MacKenzie, Melanie’s estranged boyfriend. According to her, he lived in a townhouse complex near the New Sudbury Shopping Centre. Perhaps he would be home, perhaps not. Perhaps he had a helpful roommate, perhaps not. So many unknowns. Belle was grateful not to be a genuine private investigator. Selling real estate put more kibble in the bowl. As she reached the first set of traffic lights which spelled city, she noticed that the town was in the grip of an icefog, a strange meteorological combination of cold, vehicle exhausts and moisture. Like a London pea-souper, but marginally healthier. A surreal gleam surrounded streetlights, and people drove with unusual caution, hoping the late morning winds would clear the air.


  The covey of older townhouses, three stories and garage apiece, was beginning to fray at the edges. 1245 Nottingham had a skitter of snow in the driveway and no signs of feet or tires. She rang the bell. No answer, but a face peeked from the third floor. She rang again, and again. Finally the door opened, and a head peered around with half a body exposed, state-of-the-art biceps a definite plus. “Who are you, who were you, and who do you hope to be? I was working out.” His blonde crew cut was wholesome enough, but a sullen curl to his lip reminded Belle of a musclebound weasel.


  “I’m Belle Palmer. Are you Ian MacKenzie?” she asked.


  “We’re both doing well so far. What’s the story? Where are your brushes or encyclopedias?”


  “I was a friend of Jim Burian’s, and I—” A slam of the door cut her sentence in two.


  “I only want to ask a few questions,” she called against the traffic noise behind her.


  “It must be our little Mel put you on to me. This is a joke, right? You can’t be a police investigator or you would have shown me your ID.” A loud cheer followed.


  Belle took a stiffer tack. “There may be things the police don’t know yet, and you may find yourself involved. Make it easy for both of us.” There was definitely something in his defensiveness, she imagined as her heartbeat quickened. Perhaps it had been unwise to come alone.


  The cheers turned to roars, and a thumping began. Was he pounding the wall in mirth or rage? Mel had said that he got violent. She hadn’t smelled liquor, though. Vodka?


  “OK, OK, I confess. I did it. I creamed the little bastard with that pretty scar. He took my girl. I took him. ‘Mother of God, is this the end of Rico?’ ”


  Hardly had Belle time to correct him with, “ ‘Mother of Mercy.’ The censors were picky that year,” when the door opened again. She locked eyes with a wild-eyed blond man, then looked at his clothes. Pyjama bottoms on...one leg, the other in a heavy plaster cast.


  “Heeeeeeeere’s Ian!” he yelled. “And don’t ask, honey, ’cause I cracked the sucker in Mattawa the week before Jim bought it. Check the hospital if you don’t believe me, and now, if you’ll forgive me, my jammies are beginning to ice up.”


  Well, at least he’s a film buff, Belle thought. I could write Investigations for Dummies. Despite his animosity to Jim, she couldn’t convince herself that it might be possible to drive a snow machine and orchestrate the accident. Ian was a jerkwater, to use her father’s old term, but he was off the list.


  She started the van and navigated through the fog across town. The last fifteen years of massive early retirements in the nickel industry had left Sudbury with a critical shortage of geriatric care. One huge highrise nursing home overlooked the million dollar mansions on Lake Ramsey, its twin building stood in New Sudbury, but their waiting list was longer than the Monica Lewinsky impeachment proceedings. When her father had fallen ill in Florida, the only spot available was in Rainbow Country, a converted two storey apartment building. Rainbow was older, smaller and a little shop-worn, but it was immaculate and gave excellent care. She knew most of the staff by name, and they knew her. Every rash and cough was chronicled, and when necessary, nurses had called to report her father’s falls or the doctor’s advice. Best of all, given her father’s healthy appetite, the meals were tasty and generous. Quiches, stews, roast beef, even pie and ice cream appeared on the menu. In the winter, though, without the brief pink of the flowering crabs out front, the building was depressing. The Rainbow nurses and staff put up holiday decorations and dressed festively, but still...Belle had thought about ordering Final Exit, a self-help manual for suicide with dignity as an alternative should she ever see the end of independence.


  Belle stopped across the street at the restaurant which they had frequented when he could still walk: Granny’s Kitchen. It was run by a voluble fat Italian woman who was her own best marketing device. Belle had appreciated the owner’s kindness and patience when listening to Father’s order (always the same), cleaning the littered floor or scouring the bathroom after his visit to the facilities. “How you doing, Maria?” she asked. “The usual: shrimp dinner, easy on the fries, hold the seafood sauce but lots of coleslaw; cherry pie and ice cream.” She gazed at the menu she knew by heart. “And a foot-long chili dog for me, I guess.” Meanwhile, she went next door to the confectionary for his National Enquirer, pausing at the bank machine to call up $100.00.


  Loaded with bags of steaming styrofoam boxes, Belle climbed the ramp to the home and discarded her icy boots as a sign suggested. A tiny bichon frisé trotted up warily, pet of the activity director. “Hi, Puffball,” she said, giving his well-clipped white fur a pat. “Watch those feet.” Stray shoes shuffling his way had taught the dog to be wary of life at ground level. At the front desk, Cherie smiled at her. One of the friendliest nurses, this curly blonde powerplant never seemed tired.


  “Lunch day? Aren’t you a sweetheart,” she said as she filed some charts.


  “So how’s he doing?” Belle asked, a prayer on her lips.


  Cherie shrugged a smile. “The same. Asking for you since breakfast. Knows when it’s Tuesday, but always thinks you won’t come.”


  “And I’ve never missed in two years. Are his feet still swollen?”


  “I’m afraid so. The doctor increased the Lasix dosage. Could be his heart. No other problems. He likes his food as well as ever. Do you want a follow-up call next visit?”


  “Might be a good idea. Thanks, Cherie.” In search of a fork and bib, Belle toured the small dining room where several patients waited for lunch, exchanging a few words with Billy Kidd, a blind man dressed to dapper perfection, and waving at familiar ladies (always so many more ladies). The saddest group sat docile in gerry chairs, heads lolling. They were fed by the staff, one of the time-consuming attentions which accounted for the monstrous monthly sum per patient. Even so, over a ward fee of $900.00 to her father’s private rate of $1,700, the government added a similar contribution. Staggering numbers, but a friend of Belle’s had reported in tears that her father might have to pay $60,000 a year to put her mother in a nursing home in Vermont. Maybe overtaxed Canucks should “se taire,” or keep quiet.


  Down the hall she could hear his television reporting the local news. Sudbury’s first murder of the year had occurred: a ninth grader had left her newborn in a cardboard box. She had wrapped the child in a flowered nightie and pinned on a note, “I love you, precious” when she placed the box beside a dumpster in a -25° night. “Precious” had been found by two schoolboys the next day. The mother waited under the protection of the Children’s Aid until a court decided if charges should be laid. Children having children, Belle sighed.


  As she entered his room, her father pointed at her from his gerry chair. Its locking table prevented him from falling, a necessary but cruel protection against the danger of a broken hip, but he hated it. “I thought you weren’t coming,” he said. His thick white hair was fresh-cut and his clothes clean, matching blue shirt and practical navy work pants good for one thousand washes. She arranged the bib and set out his meal, filling a plastic glass with water from the narrow bathroom. The builders hadn’t anticipated the problems of the elderly. How the attendants manoeuvered him attested to their logistical wizardry with a Hoyer lift.


  While he enjoyed his shrimp and she made messy inroads on the chili dog, Belle leafed through the Enquirer. Jackie O was still getting headlines even after answering the last trumpet. If it could happen to her...Belle probed behind her right ear where she had been having some discomfort. No lump yet. She checked discreetly to see how her father was faring since it wasn’t wise to chat with him while he ate. Coordinating breathing, chewing and swallowing became difficult after a series of small strokes; aspirated food was a geriatric nightmare. He cooperated with her, but with the nurses he was bossy and demanding, reverting to the “bad boy” of his childhood. However, he seemed more “with it” today. “Good shrimp. Good shrimp,” he nodded. “Pie and ice cream?” His eyes darted back and forth to the box on the dresser.


  “Sure, as soon as you’re finished,” she agreed. Shortly after, she replaced the remains of the meal with the dessert. “Hey, you’re in luck. Cherry pie. Remember how Mother used to make it? What a dope I was to lose her pastry recipe.” Then she went to the dining room and returned with his tea.


  “How are your feet?” She looked sadly at the swollen pair.


  “OK, OK,” he insisted. “Can we go out for lunch next week?”


  She didn’t like to believe that he would not walk again. Just getting him to medical tests was a bitter challenge, weather aside. A recent chest x-ray had been a logistical horror story, though he had tried his best. “Well, there’s still lots of snow left. And you would have to walk to the van.”


  “I can walk. I’ve never let you down yet, have I?” he asked. And she felt her eyes tear and pretended to look out the window at a chickadee.


  “No, you certainly haven’t.” She shifted topics. “Do you know that this has been the worst winter in the last century and a half? That means that no other Palmer ever in Canada has seen one as bad.” He liked to boast about his family emigrating from Yorkshire in 1840. In Toronto she had taken him to Prospect Cemetery to find the grave of his grandfather, a corporal in the New York 22nd Cavalry during the Civil War. Many Canadians had gone south to fight for glory or purpose or something absent in the peace-loving North. When her father had first arrived at the nursing home, he had had a black roommate, to whom he had proudly related his grandfather’s service.


  “Oh, I saw Love on the Dole last night. Remember that one?” She knew he loved talking about his working days.


  He brightened, sipping his tea, which she had cooled first with an ice cube from his bedside pitcher. “That’s an old one. Deborah Kerr. Before the war, right?” He scratched his head. “No, 1941. Brits were at war, maybe not the Yanks yet. I saw every picture ever made back then.” When the television news ended, Belle rounded up the detritus and left him anticipating his afternoon soaps and after-dinner favourites, Wheel of Fortune and Jeopardy. He had been interested to learn that Alex Trebek had come from Sudbury.


  On her way out, she leaned over the high desk at the nursing station. “You know most of the doctors in town, Cherie. What can you tell me about Dr. Monroe?”


  “Are you taking your father there?” She emphasized the last word with a gasp.


  “No, it’s a business matter. I met him the other day and had a few questions.”


  Cherie leaned over the desk and glanced around. “A woman in my nursing class dated him, if that’s a polite word. After they broke up, she had some pretty harsh words. Hypocrite, liar, that kind of tone. His qualifications maybe?” She paused and looked sceptical. “Could be spite, though. She went to Victoria after that. Wanted a change.” She snorted, pointing at the snowdrifts outside. “Guess she got it.”


  “Wouldn’t his credentials have been checked?”


  “In those days? He came here back when the place was desperate for doctors. You know the North. Always on the short end. Glad to get what we could.” She lowered her voice until Belle had to lean perilously. “But don’t mention this, will you? Not too ethical of me to blab.”


  “Of course not. And thanks for keeping an eye on the old man.” Belle went out into the sunlight that had replaced the morning fog. Behind her in the nursing home, every day was the same, just like in her fish tank. They did their best, God bless them, she thought, getting into the van and turning on the radio as Oprah’s voice beamed out, greeting her fans in Northern Ontario in connection with a contest to win a trip to her show in Chicago. The country station plunged on. “Last time I saw him, he was Greyhound bound,” Dottie West sang as Belle blinked into the brightness.


  As she returned home, the plow sat in the same spot. This time the driver had been joined by a front end loader large enough to shift the Skydome. Likely laughing at his friend’s poor driving, the loader man had ignored the banking and slipped off at the same spot. Megalon sent to rescue Godzilla and not a brain cell between them. Strolling neighbours were pointing and laughing, while the men hunched morosely in their cabs. What kind of unimaginable bigger brother would have to be summoned now? The churned-up land looked like Guadalcanal.


  TEN


  It was time, past time really, to search Jim’s camp. Belle checked her calendar. Clear for tomorrow. Perhaps if the weather held, she could go. She filed some papers, made a list of places to visit which included the land registry office, and sent two new bills. And three reminders. And one downright threatening, well, sort of, letter to a man who owed her over two thousand dollars for her appraisal of his twenty-unit apartment. Her “1001 Letters for All Occasions” software had seven inventive sequences of seven dunning letters, like the biblical seventy times seven. At first, assume that the person had merely overlooked the bill (reminder stage); then get the facts about why payment had not been forthcoming (problems stage); in the crisis stage, hint gently that it was to the miscreant’s credit rating that he pay, suggesting legal intervention only if all else failed. In Belle’s experience, professionals who baked in Jamaica over the winter and paved their double-wide drives in salmon stones were the worst. She typed “Dear Mr. Bowman: It has been ninety days since we...” Too bad she couldn’t hire Jimmy Cagney as a collection agent, someone to rub a grapefruit into the client’s face, or maybe a rutabaga.


  Bored by her prosaic prose, she turned up the news on the radio and flipped off the computer. A bad storm was blowing down from the northwest, the worst direction. Thunder Bay had two feet of snow, and the blizzard was charging through the Sault, closing the Trans-Canada route. She tapped Miriam on the shoulder. “Bad storm. Better get home while you can.”


  They trundled out together, pulling scarves up and wool hats down against the gusting white swirls. Five quick inches had fallen by the time Belle hit the Jem Mart for the obligatory cream, bread and eggs, along with a couple of packages of Kraft Dinner (50 cents—bargoon!). A Score bar jumped into her basket, then another. Her university roommate Pamela had always said that every now and then, everyone needed a score. True then, true today, she thought, crunching one for solace as the snow began to cover the vehicles outside. “Another bloody dump of snow,” a grizzled man in a snowmobile suit grumbled, tearing Nevada tickets in a mindless routine as he stuffed the unlucky remainders into the trash. “This winter’s the limit. I’ve been here sixty years and never seen the like. Can’t even afford Ft. Myers with the dollar in the toilet.” Then Belle remembered her fish. If they really were in for it, she had better stockpile feeders for Hannibal.


  She reached the pet store at the mall just as “Mrs. Popeye” was turning the closed sign. The old girl was a living Victorian etching, impervious to medical advances; forever wheezing, with lively brown eyes pressed into her face like raisins into a cookie, she bullied her teenage clerks like an old pirate. “Do you want some feeders, my girl? You’re just in time. We are closing early with this terrible storm. The usual dozen?” She stroked an overstuffed Siamese which homesteaded by the cash register, then rocked on her swollen legs as a coughing fit shook her. A few whiffs from the oxygen bottle clipped to her hip stopped the spasms. “Mother’s milk,” she snuffed.


  Belle paused to calculate. “Make it two. I probably won’t be back in town for a few days.”


  “That’s a good idea. We are running low, and no shipment will leave Toronto in this weather,” the old woman added as she netted the merry victims, all anticipating a private bowl, a modest sprinkle of gravel, plenty of tasty pellets and a little porcelain “No Fishing” sign. Poor babies, Belle thought, if only you knew. She accepted the bag and couldn’t believe that she asked if they had any new Orandas.


  “Some beauties. Golden pom poms.” Mrs. P pointed to a small tank.


  Belle choked back a sob. They were tempting, even at $39.99. Words like “grotesque” and “bizarre” did them pale justice. Huge, porcine goldfish with bulging sides and gaping mouths, scales of a gleaming copper rare to the aquarium, they sported a floppy pom pom over each eye, like chubby cheerleaders who had plastered their decorations to their faces. Just in time, Belle recalled the tortuous deaths of her own Orandas, Beanbag and Ochi, hellish red streaks eating them alive. Her PH balance mastery was still in question. Orandaless but proud of her self-discipline, she returned to the parking lot, trying to remember where she had left the van. When she saw it, her attention fell on the wheelwells, clogged with crusted ice and grit jamming the tires and inviting steering problems. A few tentative pokes with her boot toe did nothing. The ice was too hard. So she backed up to the wells and aimed strong heel kicks karate fashion. At last the mess fell free, but at a painful cost. She winced as she tried the key. Was the lock frozen again? Then a thin voice screeched through the wind. “What are you doing to my van? I’m calling security.” Belle spotted a tall figure in a embroidered parka turn and trudge back to the mall. In her embarrassment, she recognized that her own van was one row farther down.


  Her foot throbbing to the sounds of “Heat Wave” on the radio (very funny, guys), she wheeled out onto Lasalle Blvd, skidding on the greasy surface. How many words did the Inuit have for snow? How many for the sounds of a storm, the shriek of a wind which would freeze skin in thirty seconds and send weak branches crashing onto roofs, slicing off shingles? Just before the airport hill, Belle saw flashing blue lights, a comforting sight, and nestled herself in behind the plow, its mammoth wings clearing the way like the arm of a merciful God. For once she didn’t mind turtling behind since the flat, open stretch past the airport was famous for blinding whiteouts and head-on collisions. The radio reported that a ten-car pile-up near Whitefish had closed 17 East. Three were dead and many injured. When the plow detoured into the airport, Belle floundered along until she reached her own road. She stopped at the mailboxes to sight down the most dangerous hill, covered a good eight inches deep, pristine and untouched by tread. Turning off the radio to concentrate, Belle steered down the steep slope, wary of the treacherous ditching on either side. It was important to take the big dip by Philosopher’s Pond at top speed to make the grade up the other side. Anyone stuck at the bottom, at the bend of a paper clip, would stay there until the next thaw. As for the rest of the trip, Belle’s strategy was to hug the right and pray that no one would be coming around the tight and often obscured turns.


  This time fortune had been with her. Belle whispered a special hosanna as she glided into the driveway, then tensed at the confusing sight of a dark form against a snowbank near the propane tank. It was Freya, still and limp, a bright stain beneath her head. How had she got out? Belle knelt in the swirling snow, smoothing the soft fur, following the shallow rise of the chest. One eye was barely open as the dog tried to lift her head, a torn ear pricking up feebly in response. A quick assessment showed the head wound as the only apparent damage. Nearby lay a shovel used for tossing ashes on the drive, its metal edge darkened. Back inside the house, Belle grabbed a sheet which she used to drag the dog to the van. No way could she lift nearly ninety pounds. A piece of plywood from the junk pile served as a ramp. The driveway was badly drifted, and there was no sign of Ed’s plow truck. He had probably come to fetch it home for a quick morning start. As for the road back, Belle didn’t allow herself to imagine its condition. All she knew was that Freya needed help.


  After tucking several blankets around the dog, Belle dialed from her cellular phone, glad that Shana lived on the clinic premises. On the tenth ring, a tired voice answered, “Petville Animal Clinic.”


  “It’s Belle. Freya’s been hit on the head. I’m bringing her,” she gasped, glancing at the quiet form in the back.


  Shana had no patience for useless questions. “Is she conscious?”


  “Barely. Slipping in and out.”


  “Keep her warm. And for God’s sake, be careful. It’s pure hell on the roads. What if you have an accident in the middle of nowhere?”


  “Don’t jinx me. See you in an hour with luck.”


  Back down the road Belle drove, side-slipping, glad to have her own grooves to follow, taking the hills at crazy speeds, hardly caring if she were in the middle or not. “Hang on, pal,” she called. “You did your job. I’ll do mine.”


  Battling thick gusts of whiteouts through unprotected spots, Belle inched along the flats. Night vision problems had been plaguing her lately. Ten or fifteen feet of road at a time emerged as she rounded corners, skewing dangerously. At a particularly bad stretch across the swamp, she forgot the icy patches beneath. The van tried valiantly to correct, but the steering was too tight for Indianapolis 500 hairpins. Pivoting 180 degrees, it skidded fifty feet, and brushed through alders at the edge of the road, back wheels miring in the soft muck several yards from a culvert. The jolt was kind. Belle wasn’t hurt, but it wasn’t likely anyone would be along for hours, not until the plow had passed. The machine near the airport belonged to the city; a separate provider took care of Edgewater Road and might not arrive until morning. She touched the cellular phone. What good would that do? The police wouldn’t put an injured pet at the top of the priority list with serious accidents all over town. Oh, she would be safe. Every Northerner carried an emergency kit: blanket, matches, chocolate and candles. But that wouldn’t help Freya. Belle crawled back to stroke the dog, noticing that her eyes were closed and her breathing fast and noisy.


  She struggled out of the vehicle and squinted painfully into the whitelash, tears freezing on her cheeks, her fists pounding the top of the van. Then, even over the rush of the storm, the shrill cry of the wind through the dry reeds, the purr of a motor met her ears. Standing in the middle of the road, waving her arms, she hoped it was travelling slow enough to stop. A green Jimmy materialized out of snow and skidded to the side. The door slammed, and a man in a huge sheepskin coat approached her, shielding his face against the gusts. His voice was calm and familiar. “You look like you can use some help. How long have you been here?”


  Belle peered in astonishment. “Franz, is it?” she said. “Whatever angel brought you?” She pulled him over to the van.


  What a miracle to have the strength of a man, Belle thought as she watched him pat the dog, whisper to Freya to gain her confidence and then effortlessly lift her into the back of the Jimmy, covering her gently with a red Trapper point blanket. The four-wheeler, with its high clearance, made an effortless path through the snow, cruising up the final killer hill as if it were a parking lot. Franz turned up the heater and glanced back at the dog. “You’ll soon warm up. What happened?”


  “Jesus. I don’t have any idea. I got home and found her bleeding. Somebody had been in the yard. Maybe a break-in. Then I took the hills too fast.” She shivered in damp clothes in spite of the heater’s blasts. “I’m surprised to see you out. Doesn’t Shield ever cancel classes?”


  “Wednesday is my big lab day in physical anthropology. I’m usually there from nine to six. When I saw the weather, I gave my last group a take-home assignment.” He paused. “I forgot to ask where you were taking her.”


  “Petville on Garfield Road. Do you know it?”


  “Shana, of course. She’s been treating my dog Blondi for years for a serious eye problem. Don’t worry, Belle. She’ll know what to do.”


  The plows had just begun cleaning the main routes in town, so a few brave or foolish cars were already plying the slippery streets against radio advice. At the clinic, Shana answered the door in a sweat suit, dark circles under her eyes, and her raven hair, usually neatly arranged in a chignon, spilling over her face. Thin but incredibly strong for her fifty-five years, she touched Franz’s burden with a sympathetic murmur. “Took a bad hit, did you, girl? Hoist her up. But careful, careful,” she cautioned as she directed them to the examining room. “First I have to treat for shock.” She set up an IV quickly, rolling it into place, then reached for a muzzle. Belle tried to move it away. “For God’s sake, she wouldn’t hurt—”


  Shana grabbed her arm firmly. “No, Belle. It’s just a precaution. You can see that she’s conscious, so I can’t inject pain killers until I rule out swelling of the brain. Freya might lash out in confusion, hurt herself or us.”


  She slipped on the muzzle, and Freya’s eyes followed her, raising Belle’s hopes. “Now to debride the wound.” Shana flushed the injury with warm water, cut away the nearby hair, then dabbed on some peroxide. After taking the dog’s blood pressure, she flashed a light into Freya’s eyes and smiled broadly. All Belle could hear was the pounding of her own pulse as she waited for the vet’s opinion. “So far so good. You two wait in my suite and relax. Put the kettle on. I shouldn’t be long.”


  An hour later, the x-ray indicated no broken bones, perhaps a slight concussion. “Lucky old hardhead. Just some bad bruises, maybe kicks. Of course we’ll keep her for a few days to make sure there’s no internal bleeding or other surprises. This mild sedative,” she explained as she gave the dog a shot, “should let her sleep for awhile.”


  In Shana’s living area, mugs of strong tea, well-laced with honey, were passed around. “Drink it, Belle. You’ve had a shock, too. It’s herbal. Ginseng. I had a terrific sinus headache with the storm and went to bed early. Didn’t figure anyone would be in,” the vet said. Six cats of six colours and sizes prowled around, and a Jack Russell terrier showed interest in Franz’s crotch. Shana called the little fellow into her lap. “They’re not all mine. Just some patients who benefit more from being free in the house rather than in a cage. Frisco’s getting picked up tomorrow,” she added as she petted a miniature Doberman twining around her knees. “Love that short hair.”


  “I’ll vacuum ten times a day to get Freya back,” Belle said, limp after the trauma. “I’m just glad you were here. When can she come home?”


  “Give you a call,” Shana promised. “She’ll be running around depositing pounds of hair by tomorrow night. Oh, and Franz, how is Blondi? Is the Neocortif doing its job?”


  “Seems to be. We keep her out of bright sun as much as possible, but the snow reflection is cruel. You know, I’m inventing a pair of dog sunglasses!”


  “Now that’s an idea,” Shana responded with obvious interest. “Those Shepherds in avalanche rescue training need eye drops every two hours against the glare. Maybe you could patent your discovery.”


  Franz dropped Belle off at Bruno’s Towing, where she was beginning to feel at home. Perhaps they were listed on the Toronto Stock Exchange; she might as well buy shares. “Sure you can make it alone? It’s stopped snowing, and they’ll get you out, but the road will still be bad. I could follow you back.” She gave him a thumbs-up sign, making a mental note to thank him with something more substantial. The driver, a friendly, red-faced man with a shredded cigar dangling from his lips and “Irv” painted on his door said, “Fasten your seat belt. We’re in for a bumpy night.” He didn’t look anything like Bette Davis. As they made their way out the road, plowed at last, Belle knew that the spot where she had bogged would join other sites of fabled blunders, pointed out to children as warnings against speed and carelessness.


  How ignominious, she thought drowsily, to be cocooned in a perfectly gigantic truck that could haul anything out of anywhere. She was headed for a warm bath with a warm Scotch and warm food and Freya was fine and...She barely heard Irv attach a tow rope to the van at the swamp.


  ELEVEN


  Belle should have had enough sleep since she’d had fallen into bed directly after three whopping drinks and a can of tasty, never-fail Chef Boy-ar-Dee ravioli, her comfort food since the age of six. But when the phone rang, she answered with a tempered testiness.


  “It’s Steve. I got your message. Against my better judgment, I trumped up some reasons to question Brooks. Seems he has an alibi, a poor one, but his wife and one of his sleazy friends will testify that he was home preparing his tax returns the night of Jim’s death. Feeble, but you can’t fight it.”


  “Taxes, right. What a concept. Why don’t you take him in and grill him?” Belle rubbed at her eyes, gritty from sleep.


  “You’ve been watching too many old movies. Anyway, we’ve had our eyes on him in our ongoing drug investigations, so leave him to us. Go sell some houses; I could use another lunch.”


  “So he could have had a henchman.”


  He snorted. “At least bring your crime slang up to speed. And in less than polite terms, Madame, butt out. Monroe’s autopsy showed nothing surprising. Jim got off the trail in the storm, went through the ice, and that’s all she wrote.”


  “Now you’re talking country songs.” Belle snapped down her ace in the hole card. “What about my dog, then?”


  “Freya? What about her?”


  “Oh, no big deal. I just got home last night to find her whacked over the head. She’s at Shana’s. Should be all right.”


  “You should have called me! Did you see anyone? What about the tracks? Was there a break-in?”


  Belle nearly dropped the receiver. “I had to get to the vet! Sorry that I didn’t have time to check my entire acre with a magnifying glass after dark when I finally got home. And that was after I bottomed out in the swamp. No, Steve, nothing in the house was touched. I doubt that they even got in. As soon as they opened the door, out ran the dog and they clobbered her with a shovel. Looks like they heard the car and took off just before I turned down the driveway. I didn’t see them, so they probably came by snow machine. As for tracks, forget it with the new snow.”


  His voice relaxed. “Hmmm. Sounds like a simple break and enter. It wouldn’t be the first time on your road. Dubois had two chain saws taken in February, and Landry lost his snowmobile last week. That’s the thirtieth one this month in the region. The insurance companies are crying.”


  Keeping her probes about Brooks to herself, Belle hung up after agreeing to meet soon at a new Indian restaurant, the Bengali. It sounded a bit vegetarian, but anything magma hot was welcome.


  Belle sliced a blueberry bagel and popped it into her beloved coolwall oversize toaster. With all the charitable largesse from Hélène’s breadmaker, English muffins and other large pastries, she needed an appliance that could toast anything. Bypassing Meg’s jam with a flash of guilt, she lathered on cream cheese and added a dot of marmalade, remembering her mother’s corny joke about a baby chicken talking about the orange that “marma laid.” The juicy blueberries reminded her of that four-week phenomenon, summer. How long before she and Freya would again revel in the hot sun, picking and eating those cobalt jewels? The dog loved to strip the branches, nose out the berries, cool and tart in the shade of pines and birch, honey sweet and hot in the sun.


  The sun through the windows was so bright, and the sky so achingly blue, the firs and cedars frozen in a picture of benign beauty, that she forgot how fierce the storm had been the night before. Time to clear all paths again, especially to the woodpile. Knowing that she would be working up a sweat, she threw on a medium weight jacket and went out to assemble an arsenal of shovels. If they knew anything about winter, Canadians knew its implements. First there was the broom for light attacks, especially on cars, then the snow scraper, good for the deck, several sizes of shovels for lifting deep snow, and the famous snow scoop, which floated massive chunks downhill. A growl, a scraping in the driveway and a few backfires sent her over to greet Ed. He leaned out of the cab of the plow truck, a 1957 Ford model with the bed rusted off and no windows. His dog sat beside him as supervisor, nosing a dab on the windshield. “Hi, pal. You must have come and fetched the truck last night,” she said, wondering if the presence of even a handicapped vehicle might have dissuaded the thieves.


  “Yup, she needed an oil change and more anti-freeze, so I took her back to my garage when I heard the storm was on the way. Figgered we’d need the old gal in tip-top shape today.” He listened with interest as she told about the attempted break-in and the rescue. “Freya’s OK, though, eh?” he wanted to know. “I’ll have Hélène run you out some cabbage rolls. Look like you could use them. Oh, and you’ll have to show me where you got stuck in the swamp. Maybe I’ll put up a plaque.” With a wink, he turned the country station up to “deafen” and began his artful rearrangement of the snow in her large parking area.


  As she dropped some dried shrimp into the tank for the discus, Belle’s heart skipped several beats with horror. The goldfish were still in the van, forgotten in the rush of the night. “My apologies, little friends,” she muttered as she retrieved the colourful chunk and set it to thaw in a soup plate. “It was you or me.”


  Belle wasn’t surprised to find no telephone listing for Franz on the island. Would he be offended if she dropped off some thank-you gifts? Perhaps she could pretend that she was “driving by” anyway since his property overlooked the North River entrance to the trails. A trip to town took her to the newest chichi chocolaterie, Lady G, for a pound of butter-smooth hazelnut truffles, an experience which the clerk assured her left sex far behind, and, even at $30.00, was a better investment. At the liquor store, she added a bottle of an old favourite, German May wine with woodruff. Roses would be a classic European gift, but how could she carry them on the snowmobile?


  Belle returned home to gas up the machine. The sliders could wait. Although Franz’s Jimmy navigated the ice road from the marina along with other trucks headed for the fishing hut villages, the van’s shallow clearance was not suited to deep slush. As she took the cover off her snowmobile and broomed away the drifted snow, she noticed a small piece of torn red checkered wool under the track. Brooks wore a shirt like that, but so did every other male in Northern Ontario and half of the females, including herself. DNA tests for dead skin flakes? OJ overdose. Steve would laugh in her face.


  After tucking the shred into her pocket and stashing the gifts, she started across to the island, which jutted like an upturned egg from the lake bed. Belle was intrigued to be visiting Franz’s home. In the summer, training her binoculars on it while pickerel fishing at the North River, she had made out a paradise of pink and purple phlox dripping from rock gardens, while bronze or slender blue irises waved in the soft wind over silver mounds of artemisia. As she drew near, all was blanketed by snow. The main building, a two-storey log cabin, had three wings, melded so well it was hard to determine the history of the additions. Over the island loomed a large wind generator, its wings patiently humming.


  She neared the docking area where the Jimmy was packed with garbage bags likely destined for the dump. Two tarped snowmobiles sat alongside. When a black and tan female shepherd trotted down the steps warily, Belle did a double-take at its Flash Gordon headgear. The animal gave warning barks but responded to a deep voice from the cabin door. “Blondi, hör auf mit dem Bellen! Das ist eine Freundin.” A wagging tail propelled the dog toward Belle, head low in deference while Franz came down the stairs to remove the dog’s strange headgear. Blondi’s eyes seemed full and dark, but Franz’s were sad and thoughtful as he rubbed the dog’s ears. “It’s Panus, an auto-immune disorder. She sees well enough to get around. Can’t be cured, but maybe slowed long enough so she can live out her life with normal activity.” He presented the glasses to Belle. “What do you think? I worked on these all fall. Sun hurts her desperately, though she lives to be outside.”


  Squinting through the glasses and fingering the triple straps cleverly arranged to retrofit the apparatus to an animal, Belle said, “It works! So how come your side lost the war?” She stroked Blondi’s massive head, so much like Freya’s. “Dogs don’t need perfect vision. Smell and hearing are their greatest powers.”


  “Are you on your way to the north trails? It’s good fortune to see you again so soon. You must come in.”


  With a low bow, Belle offered her booty. “I come bearing gifts to my true knight of the road.” As she looked up, a shadow passed one of the windows.


  Trying to suppress a shiver since he had left his coat behind, Franz acknowledged her tribute with a snap of his boot heels. “Knight? Ein Ritter! But of course, Fräulein. We have few visitors, but we haven’t forgotten our hospitality. I think Mother has a fresh apple strudel.”


  As they climbed, Belle admired the sets of tiered stairs snaking upwards like an Escher perspective, glad that Franz had a firm grip on her arm. “The turns are more practical than you might think. Fewer stairs would be needed to go straight up, but the grade would be too steep. Still, it’s a task to keep them all clear,” he explained. Salt was forbidden because of the run-off to the flower beds and into the lake. Up close, the cabin complex which capped the rocky island blended early Canadian with classic Black Forest. Carved shutters decorated every window, empty flower boxes begged spring’s return, and cedar bird feeders on long poles poked through the snow, spilling brown seeds below, which attracted noisy chickadees tossing their food in delight. Opening the door, Franz called out loudly, “Mutti, we have a visitor.”


  Inside, Heidi’s chalet had been reborn. Instead of drywall, tongue and groove boards lined the walls. And the woodwork continued in copious pine and oak cupboards, carved stairs with newel posts, and an ornate Victorian sideboard sprinkled with porcelain figures. Three doors led from the great room to bedrooms or a den, perhaps. Over an easy chair spread with what Belle’s Aunt Marian called an antimacassar, stood a large and unfamiliar tree. “How unusual, Franz. What is it?” she asked, touching its tender leaves with care.


  “From the homeland. A linden, dwarfed to keep inside, safe from your Canadian winters. A German version of bonsai. You have heard of our famous street, Unter den Linden?”


  “I’ve seen it in pictures.” Belle admired the delicate hues of a table of violets, artfully arranged to graduate from white to pink to dark purple. “And what heavy blooms in the middle of winter. Your mother must have a true green thumb. Violets are too tricky for me. My pathetic plants either dry up or rot.”


  A spicy smell of baking met Belle’s nose as a Dresden statue of a woman glided in, blonde hair turned to silver. In her youth, perhaps, the Teutonic ideal of Leni Riefenstahl’s films, a terribly innocent beauty. There was a paleness to her skin, a translucency which suggested vulnerability under strength.


  The woman extended her hand and held Belle’s warmly, as if welcoming feminine contact. Her gentle, reassuring voice made Belle instantly regret the tactless stereotype. “A visitor. We are honoured. Please call me Marta.” She smoothed the creases of a spotless dirndl apron, and a small, dry cough punctuated her conversation.


  “This is Belle Palmer, Mutti, from the other side of our lake. I told you about the attack on her dog.”


  Marta shook her head and gestured toward the wall at several black and white pictures of German shepherds. “We love our dogs as our family. I was so glad that Franz could help you.” As she spoke, her light accent gave a rich European charm to the room.


  “Look what Belle has brought us,” Franz said, unwrapping the gifts.


  Marta clapped her hands in a gesture touching in its total spontaneity. “Schokolade und Wein. Danke.” She examined the bottle. “Woodruff. A delicate white flower. I have tried to grow it in my herb garden.”


  Belle said, “I have a chive patch which thrives on neglect. That’s it. What are your specialties?”


  “Natural medicines are my hobby,” she explained, a glow brightening her face. “You have probably seen the bitters, the essences at the health food store. My mother taught me the healing properties of common plants, but she taught me even better the deadly properties. Pokeweed, for example, the tender fresh shoots in the spring have a tonic effect, but any leaf, root or berry from older growth can cause death. Our ancestors learned to be very careful.”


  Belle waved her arm at the violets. “And your flowers are so cheerful in the winter. I thought of bringing roses, but I didn’t think they’d weather the trip.”


  “The roses are my greatest challenge. Of them all, it is the Maria Stern variety that pleases me the most. Her colour is like a ripe peach. And very hardy in winter. Sadly, some of the most lovely varieties I knew in the old country will not thrive.” For a moment her eyes glistened. “But you must have some coffee and strudel. Franz, bitte, hilf mir.”


  He followed her through a wide doorway into the kitchen, where shiny copper pots hung over a mammoth wood cookstove. Belle strolled around the room, conscious of the Old World flavour in the paintings: King Ludwig’s castle and some dark nineteenth-century Flemish works, their varnish spiderwebbed with age. In the only modern note, a Böse stereo system and radio. No television. Despite the dry winter air, a croton spread riotously in a large pot by the picture window, its leaves a rich tapestry of burgundy, green, and yellow. She moved over to the mantel above the massive stone fireplace. A picture of Franz, compelling even as a youngster. Who was that actor in The Blue Max? George Peppard? Several others depicted a balding man displaying fish catches. The father? But a photo of a young girl on a diving dock puzzled her. Who could that be?


  Over the coffee, as they sat in front of crackling birch logs behind a brass fire screen, Belle petted Blondi and praised her obedience. With a flicker at the corner of her mouth, Marta slipped the dog a morsel of cake. “Mit Blondi hier, I fear nothing. We don’t have many guests, but the snow machines, what a nuisance.”


  Belle sat back on the soft couch. “It’s so comfortable. How old is the original building?”


  Franz answered with pride in his voice. “Older than anything in the region. In 1820 a Hudson Bay factor had the first cabin raised in an effort to regulate the fur trade, decades before any mineral exploration or logging. This room would have been the original shelter. Look at the darkened beams above the fireplace. What a desolate and fearful place it must have been in those days, almost like a fort. Of course everything has been redone with each new owner. We are always discovering small evidences of their lives every time we dig the gardens. Bits of crockery, clay pipes, coins and the rare shard of glass.”


  “Like living in a fine museum, but with all the conveniences.”


  Marta gave her son a wink. “Not as many conveniences as I would like. Wolf and I, Franz’s father, who is gone from us now,” (she crossed herself) “was not only a master carpenter, but an electrician and a plumber. For power, you saw the wind generator.”


  Belle nodded. “Enough to run your appliances?”


  “It’s the heating devices that drain the batteries. And as you can see, we have the fireplace and a cooking stove. We can store from the wind for only so long until we must start that awful gas generator. So loud that I hate to have Franz pull the cord. But my radio can use batteries.”


  “Do you enjoy classical music? It’s frustrating up here,” Belle said, “Only the satellite can pull in those selections.”


  Marta reached forward and touched Belle’s arm gently, looking deeply into her eyes. “It doesn’t matter to me, Liebchen. You see, the radio is the voice of freedom. During the war, we were forbidden to listen to the BBC. Mutti would turn it on so very quietly that we would sit with our ears on it. Once a nosey neighbour came and she had to switch it off quickly. Mutti was so frightened, but she laughed as if it had been a mistake. And we children laughed, too.”


  No one spoke for a minute, until Franz asked, “How are the Burians, Belle?” He turned to his mother. “I haven’t seen them since the funeral. Sometimes there is smoke at their lodge when I pass, but I don’t want to intrude.” Marta excused herself and went into the kitchen.


  “As well as you’d expect. They’re strong people. Probably won’t be at their lodge much anymore, Ben said. How long have you known them?”


  “Oh, only to say hello. Jim was a good deal younger, but I got to know him when we organized the rally against the park. As the representative from the Forestry Management program, he was covering the impact to the woodland.”


  “I’ll try to be there. None of us wants this development. It’s going to bring chaos to the lake.”


  “And besides the destruction, the new access roads bulldozed across the forest will be even more of a problem. There is a First Nations burial ground not one hundred feet from the proposed shower site. And of course the pictographs on the canoe routes. Just imagine what will happen when those become accessible from the main entrance. They cut the timber a hundred years ago, and now they want to rape the land again. We must take a stand or explain our cowardice to the next generation.”


  “There was something else I wanted to ask you, Franz. It’s about Jim’s death. I’m still trying to gather information in case he stumbled upon something in the bush. A drug transfer, perhaps. I can’t imagine what else. Melanie said that you had heard small planes recently, just like he had reported.”


  “Yes, at my camp near Cott Lake, but I’ve never pinpointed any landings. It’s always dark when the sounds come, which drew my suspicions. One of these days when I finish my projects, I’ll put on my snowshoes and have a good look around.”


  Belle nodded her agreement as Marta returned to pass around a plate of strudel. A leather-bound volume of poems on a side table caught Belle’s eye. “May I?” she asked, lifting it with reverence.


  “Of course. Not too many people appreciate the old things,” Marta said. “Franz tells me that one day no one reads books anymore. Only computer screens.”


  “Now really,” he chided gently, “that is an oversimplification of my ideas.”


  Belle ran her finger over the page as they watched in polite amusement. “Fraktur. Can’t read this Gothic very well, although I studied German in university.” She closed her eyes. “Möwen, Möwen, sagst du, wir haben Möwen in dem Haus?”


  They both stared at her as if she’d suddenly gone mad.


  Belle couldn’t suppress a grin. “Oh, I know. ‘Seagulls, seagulls, do you say that we have seagulls in the house?’ Useless, those silly sentences which we had to memorize. Better if I could order schnitzel.” As they both joined her in laughter, she sipped the last of the coffee. Strong and rich, oddly aromatic, she told Marta.


  The older woman’s face lifted at the praise, her eyes sparkling. “We make it with the bitter chicory, in the continental style. You can buy the essence at the Health Food Store, but I grow and dry the plants myself. It has a lovely blue flower. And the blue flower, now, was a concept of the book you hold by Novalis. It represented the romantic ideal, a symbol of eternal search much like the Holy Grail.”


  “Knights, quests, you’re inspiring me. I’m going to have to get out my German grammar books and start from scratch.” Belle said as she stood. “But now I must be going. Thank you so much for your hospitality. I have admired your gardens from afar in the summer.”


  Marta took Belle’s hand and broke into a smile more dazzling than Dietrich’s Blue Angel’s. “Then you must surely come back and see them in their glory.” She gathered the dishes and went into the kitchen.


  “And thanks again for your heroic efforts, Franz.”


  “Der Ritter is at your service.”


  Belle stopped at another picture of the young girl, fair-haired, vital and energetic, pointing up in childish delight at a ten-foot sunflower. “An old girlfriend, Franz?” she asked on a whim.


  His voice grew soft. “My sister.”


  “I didn’t know you had any brothers or sisters.”


  “She moved to the States. Lives in Boston. She wanted to get to the big city, never liked the bush.”


  “Lucky her,” Belle said, summoning a joke to cover the awkwardness she suddenly felt. “This wretched winter, I feel like driving non-stop to Florida and throwing myself on the mercy of the welfare system just to enjoy the sunshine.”


  “Better not,” he advised, his tone lightening. “They don’t pay as well as Ontario.”


  Franz showed her to the washroom before she left. A very expensive electrical composting toilet system she had read about in Cottage Life, but what else would work on that rock? A faded embroidery on the wall read, “Ein gutes Gewissen ist ein sanftes Kissen.” A good something is a soft something else? Too rude to ask for a translation of their bathroom art.


  Marta stood by the door and pressed a warm, fragrant package into her hand. “Strudel for you to take home. Give a little bit to your dog, too. Soon you come again.”


  On the way down, Belle noticed a small grotto of cemented stones surrounding a female statue. “Mary? Aren’t most Germans Lutherans?” she asked. Around the region, in French areas especially, she had seen many similar shrines, some even illuminated. This one was carefully swept with a small bunch of frozen carnations at its feet.


  “My father’s family were Junkers, a landowner class, who took part in the Kulturkampf, the nineteenth century struggle between the Roman Catholic church and the German government,” Franz explained. “Mother keeps the traditions. Since we don’t go to church here, she has her own way of worshipping. This isn’t Mary, but Dymphna, an old Belgian saint from where my grandmother lived. I built it to practice stone masoning.” He shrugged. “Me, I’m just a garden variety agnostic like most scientists.”


  Blondi had followed them down to sit dutifully at her master’s boots. “From her looks and her comportment, her pedigree must be excellent,” Belle remarked.


  “Her parents were Schutzhund Threes. We can trace her lineage to Axel von der Deininghauser Heide, a legendary sire,” Franz recited with clear pride, “but then so can most people who own purebreds. Axel’s there somewhere on the chart. Perhaps Blondi and Freya are related very, very far back, do you think? As for her training, we didn’t see the necessity of putting her through such severe paces since she is a family pet.”


  “I know what you mean. She’s a friend first. And please thank your mother again. It was a privilege to meet her. You must love her very much.”


  “Her heart is not good, I fear,” he said, tightening his lips in a resigned gesture. “You heard the cough. And of course we run a risk out here on the island, though there is the air rescue.”


  “You’re in the right town for heart and cancer specialists, Franz. Anything else and it’s Toronto. I wish her well.”


  Belle waved as she headed off across the frozen wasteland. How did they manage to live here all year? Franz must have to stay in town at freeze-up and ice-out. As she throttled up, behind her the island got smaller and smaller. Knowing how disorienting distances could be, she aimed directly across the lake, sighting off a bare hill near her house, watching the landscape enlarge at warp speed. Whether from her canoe or from her Bravo, the sight always thrilled her, the sun gleaming off her windows and the russet siding glowing in sunlight. Xanadu, a golden pleasure dome, even without Alf.


  Later that night with the help of her German dictionary, Belle translated the motto from the embroidery in the bathroom: “A good conscience is a soft pillow.” She hoisted her glass with a grin. “ ‘Malt does more than Milton can to justify God’s ways to man.’ And single malt, now that can justify anything.”


  TWELVE


  The Sudbury Star reported that the rally was scheduled for noon at Shield University. The crowd would hear speeches and then march downtown to the provincial government buildings where Franz would present a petition to a Ministry representative. Concerned citizens from the community were urged to join the assembly.


  By nine, Belle was climbing the stairs to the university library, a place of monastic peace overlooking Lake Ramsey. Once the elitist haunt of the nickel barons with their stout brick and fieldstone homes from the twenties and thirties, the lake was now home to doctors, lawyers, politicians, academic upper management and business magnates. Happy pensioners whose tiny cottages had sat there for decades traded their lots at $100,000 or more as the newcomers cantilevered their modern stone and cedar structures over the water. The futuristic complexes of nearby Science North, the Northeastern Ontario Regional Cancer Treatment Centre and the new Superhospital complemented the lake on postcards, along with the ever present stack in the far background, reminding the city of its roots.


  In the companionable silence of the tower, Belle recalled the first time she had driven up from Toronto with Uncle Harold at the wheel of his Packard, chrome-heavy and as comfortable as a galleon. She had yawned at the farm fields reaching toward Barrie, then perked up as they crossed the Severn River. “Entering the Grenville Province now, girl,” he had said. “You’re going to see the rocks at the very centre of the world.” And she did, massive outcrops for the next 150 miles which explained why people shuddered at the reports of a driver “hitting a rock cut”. Three hours of bush later and Sudbury had appeared to her like the city of Oz. Returning to smoggy Toronto at the end of every summer always depressed her, especially as those cliffs and boulders flattened into the boring plains of Southern Ontario.


  To kill an hour before the rally, Belle paged through bound volumes of century-old Canadian Mercury magazines and browsed in the excellent fiction collection. Then she hit the periodical rack for current computer information, copying pages of printer reviews and scanners so that she and Miriam could upgrade their system before tax time.


  Belle yawned, checked her watch and hunted down a restorative coffee in the little refectory in the basement. One rock wall remained, a common basement decor in older homes built when blasting had been prohibitively expensive. The effect was medieval, short a few sets of iron handcuffs as a backdrop for the Prisoner of Zenda. Too bad about the melamine, though, Belle thought as she looked at the modern tables. In the corner, Melanie sat buried in a ponderous textbook. Her sweatshirt featured a bleak clearcut with the slogan, “Pardon me, thou bleeding piece of earth.”


  “Perfect verse for a nurse,” Belle said as she put down her coffee. “Do you have room for one more at the rally?”


  The girl smoothed her shirt and gave an A-OK gesture. “We need all the help we can get. Maybe I should comb through the wards on the way and pick up the ambulatory patients.”


  “The premier’s closing beds as fast as he can anyway,” Belle said. A restructuring due to massive provincial cutbacks had left only one hospital out of three. “So what are you studying? Did you did pay by the pound?”


  Mel hefted the book like a weightlifter. “You bet. More than for filet mignon. Medical texts are ridiculous. But this $150.00 model gives valuable pointers on geriatric care. I’m in my last year and hope to specialize in that field.”


  “You’re in the right place. It’s becoming the denture capital of the world.”


  Melanie piled her books neatly. “You look calm enough, so can I conclude that you didn’t get to see Ian yet?”


  With a shake of her head, Belle described her maniacal rendezvous. “You are well out of that relationship. Amusing though he might have been in a warped way.”


  “Well, I’m sorry that the leg ruled him out. He would have made a great villain, a regular sociopath. We’ll just have to keep on looking.” As she shrugged philosophically, a distant chime rang the half-hour, and they both watched students heading for the door, talking and waving.


  “I guess it’s nearly post time. How is Franz arranging the rally?” Belle asked.


  “He told me to meet him in his office. I’ll show you where it is.” She hesitated, a slight frown crossing her face. “I guess you didn’t get to the camp yet, Belle. You haven’t mentioned it.”


  Belle gave her a friendly but firm smile. “I’m not a PI, Mel. My job and an old man called my father make demands on me. I had planned to go the other day, but then I got home in that storm to find my dog attacked.”


  “Belle, no! What happened? Is your dog all right?”


  “Just a slight concussion. I think she stopped a break-in. Anyway, to keep it short, I got off the road in that blizzard, and Franz rescued us, drove us right to the vet. He saved the day.”


  “That was lucky!”


  Belle sipped from her cup and rolled her eyes at the taste. “Yuck. I wish his mother made the coffee here. I went out to the island to thank him and was fortunate enough to meet her. Quite the lady. And what a house. How long have they lived here?”


  “Came here in the fifties, he said once, like a lot of Europeans—‘DPs,’ my parents called them.” She frowned in embarrassment. “Not too politically correct today. There was plenty of work in the mines in that boom time. I suppose the island came cheap. But it must be so inconvenient to live out there and commute.”


  “Did you ever meet his sister?”


  Melanie turned her head in surprise. “His sister? How did you find out about her? That seems to be a forbidden topic for Franz, and of course, you have to respect people’s privacy.”


  Belle felt a tiny twinge of guilt, but pressed gaucherie-override and pried further. “I saw a picture of her at the cabin. What is she like?”


  “There’s not much I can tell you about the mystery girl. We weren’t friends. I might have seen her once or twice. Eva was studying history, and nursing is a fierce little world of its own; we stick together because of the heavy hours and clinicals. The school paper carried a story about her scholarship. Then she dropped out suddenly in her sophomore year, just disappeared.”


  “Grade problems?”


  “Hardly. Eva was a top student. She had a couple of publications in a history journal. Could have been a breakdown. You’ve read that book about passages. Twenty, thirty, forty, as our psych prof says, the beginning of a decade can be stressful. And perfectionists crack. We’ve lost about 30 percent of our initial class.” She shrugged philosophically, tapping her temple in the traditional gesture. “And sometimes I worry about myself.”


  A few minutes later, they headed toward a cubbyhole at the end of a corridor. Franz was on the phone, talking excitedly and waving his free hand. When Mel touched his arm, he looked up with a broad smile.


  “See you outside. I’ll just round up another supporter,” she explained, disappearing with a wave.


  Franz’s handshake was firm and his smile welcoming. “Belle, glad you could make it. Pull up something and relax. The rally’s not for another half hour. I’ve just been calling the marshalls. No parade permit from the city, probably afraid to step on toes, so we’ll be marching down the sidewalks, stopping at lights. Kind of a hitch, but we’ll improvise. Have you picked Freya up yet?”


  “Later today, thanks to you.”


  “Any clues on the attack? Tracks, perhaps?”


  “Not a chance in the snow. Just a fumbled burglary. We’ve had enough of them on the road. Or...” She drew out the last word like a long pull of toffee.


  “Well?”


  “Or maybe I’ve been asking too many bothersome questions about the drug traffic. I did go out to Brooks’ place, the Beaverdam, and looked around in a half-baked fashion. I’m sure he noticed that I was snooping.”


  “After you mentioned drugs, I made some connections.” He picked up a pile of student papers. “It’s everywhere. Look here.” He passed her a handwritten essay.


  Belle squinted as she read and gave a derisory whistle. “My God, it’s totally incoherent and all over the page, too. Did the writer get a bad mushroom? Surely you don’t have to put up with this?”


  “The university has to be very careful, Belle. I don’t dare accuse the student of taking drugs. Unless he causes a row in class, he’s not considered a problem.” He paused at her expression. “Oh, don’t get me wrong. Most of our students wouldn’t touch the stuff. Then again, last Christmas two freshmen were arrested bringing back cocaine from the islands. Donkeys, are they called?” His eyebrows rose cautiously over the sense of his usage.


  Belle laughed. “Don’t talk the talk, my man. It’s mules you mean.”


  He looked embarrassed, then coughed. “Yes, well, they seem like asses to me, if you’ll pardon the pun. Poor fools were promised a free trip and a few thousand dollars to hide the bags inside a jar of cored pineapple. Pretty stupid, eh?”


  Belle couldn’t help grinning. “Would have made an unbelievable upside down cake. But to trade stories, what about the three guys who swallowed condoms of coke before boarding a plane from Acapulco to Toronto. Forgot their Boy Scout knot lessons, because they all collapsed at takeoff.”


  He flicked his hand over a bust of Shakespeare. “Classical poetic justice, wouldn’t you agree?”


  “You mean like ‘hoist with your own petard’? My favourite kind of story. The biter bit and all that.”


  “Shakespeare is so popular in Germany that we would claim him as our own if we could.”


  A knock at the door introduced a huge native man with thick braids down his back. He wore a heavy hand-knit wool sweater under his parka and untied construction boots like many students. “Nearly ready, Franz?” he asked, glancing over at Belle with a shy smile.


  “Come and meet Belle Palmer. She lives on Wapiti and knows the park area well.” The man’s large hand wrapped around Belle’s like a warm heating pad. “William Redwing. He teaches Ojibwa in our new First Nations Studies Program. In the summer he takes groups low impact camping.”


  William’s eyes crinkled. “My people have been doing it for thousands of years without leaving any footprints. How much more low impact can you go?”


  “It just makes me sick to see what people leave around at campsites. Styrofoam plates and broken beer bottles,” Belle said. “And how can archaeological sites be protected?”


  “Exactly. That is our fear. We have verified that a burial ground dating from the mid-eighteenth century lies within the boundaries. Will somebody dig it up as an exhibit? Why not display Sir John A. Macdonald or René Lévesque? These artifacts record our history. Look at this beauty,” he added as he lifted a dark gray rock from Franz’s shelf.


  “A tool?” asked Belle. The object was about eight inches long, sloped and chipped at one end.


  “Hand axe is our guess,” William explained. “Somewhere around 1500 A.D. Franz and I found it on the North River, just below the small falls. Under the pines the ground is as soft as a cushion.”


  “I know that spot well,” Belle said, closing her eyes in reflection. “The flat outcrop comes down to the water for bathing, and the blueberries make great cobbler if you have bannock mix.”


  “A good campsite, a good tool, they don’t change over the centuries,” William added, turning the rock slowly. “Such a practical feel. See how it fits the thumb perfectly? Could have been used for skinning.”


  “I’m really worried about the pictographs at the narrows. They’re fading with each year,” Belle continued.


  “It’s sad, but little can protect that fragile art short of erecting a dome to prevent weather damage like with the Peterborough petroglyphs. If you want to see an unspoiled site, Belle, go to Elliot Lake,” William said. “Now that the mines have closed, there is water access to a very holy place, an overhang on Quirke Lake. The elders took the young warriors there on their way berry-hunting and left them on the ledge for their dream time. Several days later the elders returned with their fruit to hear the stories, see the pictures and welcome the new men into the tribe.”


  Belle admired a birchbark box on Franz’s shelf, its intricate pattern woven with porcupine quills. “What meticulous quillwork. I’ve often been tempted to buy smaller pieces at the craft stores north of the Sault. Out of my price range, unfortunately.”


  “I can tell you that the labour is considerable, and what tiny portion goes to the artist is a moot point,” William said. “As children, my sister and I were in charge of finding quills. ‘Road kill!’ she’d yell, and off we would run. Then my grandmother sipped tea under a kerosene lamp until dawn sorting the quills into sizes and colours. Some birch baskets can boil water.” His confident expression challenged her.


  “Now you’re kidding. That’s impossible,” Belle said.


  William explained the careful seaming, the folds and fastening to prevent leaks. “Suspend the pot over smouldering coals, and allow no contact with a flame. Be patient, and tea can be brewed.”


  Belle cocked her head at Franz, who agreed. “But it’s scientific, Belle. The water cools the bark from inside. And remember that water boils at 100° C, about half the ignition temperature for paper.”


  At the noon chime, Franz picked up his papers and put his hand on the big man’s shoulder. “Let me get a few people down the hall. William, you collect the troops. I’ll be back in a few minutes. Last minute details. Make yourself at home, Belle.”


  She dropped her pile of reviews onto the desk and plopped into an old oak armchair, vintage university. Shelves of books lined the walls, mainly anthropological. Indians of Early Ontario, North American Aboriginals, Man Corn: Cannibalism and Violence in the Prehistoric American Southwest. Franz had chosen the right specialty at the right time. New government money was flowing to Native Studies programs: law, social work, history and mythology. A dusty 286 computer sat on a smaller desk, complete with a cheap dot matrix printer. Lucky man if he had free Internet access, she thought. Blondi’s colour photo had a place of honour, her younger eyes clear and deep. Otherwise all was typical professorial clutter and piles of student efforts.


  When Franz returned, she grabbed her papers. On the way to the rally, they detoured to Belle’s van to deposit her things. Several hundred people were gathered in front of the university. Young and old, miners and doctors, waitresses and bookkeepers, and students and teachers joined hands to preserve the wilderness for different reasons: clean water, quiet, respect for wildlife or the priceless value of history. A few nervous campus police stood around, passing an occasional remark to each other and cultivating serious expressions. Signs read “Save the Big Trees”, “New Park. Not!”, “Keep Wapiti Free” and in front of a group quietly drumming, “Sacred Trust: the Pictographs”. The smell of burning sweetgrass brought summer to the air. Melanie waved and hoisted her placard: “Trees Not Tourists”.


  “Take one, Belle. We have plenty.”


  The earnest spectacle reminded Belle of her University of Toronto days, when students had taken umbrage that an anti-Vietnamese war speaker had not been allowed on campus. Back then, the students had spent twenty-four hours sitting in at the Administration Building, quietly studying and sharing tuna sandwiches. She recalled her ancient professor of economics growling as he tapped past on his Malacca cane, “Terrible. Very, very American. You should be ashamed.” But there had been no tear gas, no murder like at Kent State.


  “Should have made my own placard, I guess. Something about cutting down the last tree and putting it in a tree museum,” Belle commented to Melanie, who looked confused. “Joni Mitchell. A bit too early for you,” Belle added.


  “Sure, I know Joni. My mother has her albums,” the girl replied spritely. Suddenly Belle felt as ancient as the venerable trees they were protecting.


  Franz lifted a bull horn and gestured for quiet. “If you don’t know me, my name is Franz Schilling. I’m a professor at Shield, and I’d like to thank you on behalf of the Stop the Park committee for coming to support this watershed issue for the Sudbury area.” A cheer went up. “As you know, the decision will be made this month on whether to open a new provincial park on the north side of Lake Wapiti, near fragile pictographs, sacred graveyards and the last refuge for wildlife like the lynx and the peregrine falcon. But the developers wait at the gates, imagining rich profits: lodges, motels, restaurants, condos. Will our heritage be turned into a theme park?” Boos erupted, which he stopped with his hand. “I admit that jobs will come with the tourists. But at what terrible price? Look at the dunes area at the Pinery Provincial Park near Sarnia. An entire ecosystem of beach areas with precious plant life is under constant threat from campers. And east of Superior at Pukasawa Park, rare arctic plant life, Northern Twayblade and Franklin’s Ladyslipper, have nearly disappeared and the sacred rock pits, four hundred years old, have been levelled. Our precious Killarney, that emerald necklace of lakes, cannot support fish. You need a number to canoe the system, and the tourists and cottagers from Southern Ontario are pushing sanitary facilities to the limits. Now is our last opportunity to convince the Ministry of their terrible lack of foresight.” People began clapping. The First Nations drummers started up like a faithful heartbeat.


  Franz looked at Melanie as he put away his notes. “There’s someone else we need to do this for, someone who can’t be here today but stands with us in spirit.” He lowered his voice before the stillness of the crowd. “Jim Burian was documenting risks to the trees north of the lake. He was a forestry student at Shield before his tragic accident a few weeks ago. So let’s say a silent prayer and dedicate our march to him.” He paused and people bowed their heads while even the drums stopped and left an eloquent silence over the scene. Belle felt a lump rise to her throat and pulled her parka tight around her neck.


  Then Franz raised his hands and gestured to his left. “Del here has the petition, if you haven’t signed it already.” A tall woman in a bright pink snowmobile suit waved a sheaf of computer paper. “Follow us to the Ministry downtown where we’ll present it, along with our final report, to Ann Dawes, who has kindly come up from Queen’s Park. Remember to keep to the sidewalks and obey the traffic signals. We have promised that there will be no trouble. We’re environmentalists, not rioters.”


  A voice rang out. “Not if the park opens, Dr. Schilling.”


  He shook his head. “A wise government must listen to reason. Let’s go, people!”


  With a single energy, the crowd flowed away from the university and down onto Ramsey Lake Road. Cars gave cheery toots and drivers waved. Strikes were common in the union town, and the “them against us” philosophy hit a familiar chord. Right on Paris Street and on downtown they marched, singing, “This land is your land, this land is my land, from Bonavista to Vancouver Island.” An hour later, as the crowd regathered in the handsome courtyard of the provincial buildings, Franz presented the petition. Melanie’s eyes were bright and wet. “I wish Jim could have been here.”


  “So do I, Mel. But I think we did him proud today,” Belle said, putting her arm around the girl.


  After a rather wary Ms. Dawes had accepted the petition and backed quietly into the government building as if not daring to turn, people began to disperse. A few pickup trucks ferried groups of five or six to the university, with the police ignoring the obvious seat belt violations. Belle found Franz to congratulate him.


  “I think it went well, too. Thank God there weren’t any incidents. We don’t need any bad publicity at this point,” he said. “Of course it will be a few months before the final decision. The wait won’t be easy. Thanks for marching with us, Belle.”


  Belle tapped Franz’s arm. “I’ve been thinking about the park and about Jim’s contribution. Really, I don’t know where else to go with this. Is there any possibility, is there any reason that his reports might have earned him some enemies, people who stood to make money on the development he was trying to stop?”


  Franz gave her a politely sceptical look. “Well, I’m not minimizing his documentation, or anybody else’s. It was all integral, Jim’s trees, William’s sites, the whole ecosystem, not to mention the overriding threat to water quality. One is not more important than the other, but together we hoped that these factors would make a powerful argument. I wish it were a thread to follow, Belle, but I think not.” He waved over a small van for them.


  Belle said goodbye to Melanie at the university parking lot. On the short drive to the Petville clinic, the radio warned people that the smaller lakes and rivers were thawing. Another snowmobile driver had gone down on a tributary of Lake Penage. On the happier side, the rally had inspired a phone-in poll that showed 65 percent of listeners disagreed with plans for the new park. Radio polls might not have much influence, but public support should help their cause.


  At Shana’s, Freya was pacing behind the counter, nails ticking on the linoleum, and she barked excitedly as Belle caught her eye. She galloped through the waiting room, galvanizing the clients and their tinier charges. Shana was panting as heavily as the dog. “Am I glad you’re here. She’s driving me nuts! Every sound HAS to be your car.”


  “Thanks, Shana. What do I owe you?”


  Her friend sighed, but business was business, no professional courtesy between realtors and vets. “Oh, with the X-rays, that’s the expensive part, let’s say an even hundred.”


  Considering the days of boarding and the tests, it was a shameless undercharge. “You won’t retire in New Mexico that way, Shana, but you have our thanks,” Belle said and flipped her thinning VISA card onto the counter, first holding it up to the light. Was it becoming transparent?


  Shana had another thought as she passed over the receipt. “Before I forget, her stools are a bit hard. Age gets to us all. I suggest a tablespoon of Metamucil each day with a tablespoon of canola oil.”


  Belle gave her an incredulous look, and they both burst out laughing. The dog flounced out of the room after Belle and stood nose to the van door, taking no chances. This was the way home, and she was not going to be left behind; on camping trips, she often climbed into the canoe even on dry land. Freya planted a few nose prints on the glass before curling up on a rug in the back. Having forgotten to plan dinner, Belle bought a pizza (Chicago style, wow!), a jar of marinated artichoke hearts and a woody tomato from Israel, wondering if it were better to have peace and blizzards or meaty tomatoes and car bombs.


  At home she stuffed herself while the Nostalgia Channel pumped out Mata Hari, a masterful propaganda vehicle featuring Garbo as the legendary World War One spy Gertrude Zelle. Lionel Barrymore strutted as the manly Shubin against the effete but more effective posings of Ramon Novarro. Hadn’t Ramon been found dead in auto-erotic strangulation? Many critics accused Garbo of sleepwalking through a familiar role, yet her farewell to the blind Novarro before going in quiet dignity to her execution had the timbre of a Casals cello concerto.


  THIRTEEN


  Just as well I didn’t visit Jim’s camp immediately, Belle thought as she looked out at the thermometer; I know what the Burians meant about not being able to face his belongings again. Now, with some mental distance, maybe I can handle it. The temperature was a fair -17°, about zero F and better yet, the wind was down. For once, Freya didn’t pester her. The dog was so overjoyed to be home that she parked herself contentedly in her easy chair, oblivious for once to the snowmobile preparations. Trips to the vet seemed to traumatize shepherds, such territorial homebodies. “Who hurt you? If only you could talk, old girl,” she said, rubbing the characteristic nose bump that made the breed look extra fierce when their lips curled in a snarl. A mumble, then a grumble came from the chair, and the dog tucked her nose under her tail, closing her eyes. Belle laughed. “Sure, talk a language I can understand. I could use a clue, you know.”


  Several groups of machines streamed by as she stepped onto the cedar deck, bearing a cup of seed for the bird feeder. The familiar four-part whistle piercing the woods signalled that the sparrows had returned, but the robber baron squirrels loved to lift the roof on the little cedar house and spoon into dinner. Belle scanned the ice. Fewer huts each week; the season would soon end with the thaw awaited by fish-bellywhite Sudburians dusting off their BBQs and dieting to squeeze into their shorts. The beginning of April was about the limit for ice fishing, even on the large lake.


  Ben’s quarter section topo map pinpointed the cabin’s location near Larder Lake, about ten miles from the Burian Lodge. As she passed the remains of the first village, Belle swore softly at the garbage, pink fibreglass insulation, wood scraps, metal pieces and the occasional broken window. Why couldn’t the huts be licensed and monitored as on Lakes Nipissing and Simcoe? People made a bathroom and a dump out of her drinking water. The DesRosiers were back out in lawn chairs to catch the last weeks of fishing. “How’s it going?” Belle asked, pulling up. As tanned as if she had spent a month on the sands of Montego Bay, Hélène passed her a hunk of herb bread mounded with cream cheese.


  “Some good. I had three fine trout this morning,” the woman answered with a sly grin, opening a cardboard box to show her prize. Ed kept quiet until his wife gave him an elbow. “Old man too lazy to jig the bait. He just leaves it in and loafs.”


  Belle licked the crumbs from her fingers and made a remark about male and female attitudes toward a more intimate activity before driving off in good humour. It might take a good hour to reach Larder Lake. How rich in land Canadians were, she thought as she covered the miles without seeing another person. Crown property held many small cabins like Jim’s scattered over unlimited territory. For a small lease and minimal taxes, anybody could have a place to hang a toque if he didn’t mind the inaccessibility and lack of hydro. She cleared Wapiti, slipped up the Dunes to the trails, eying Schilling’s island on the way. Now it seemed so familiar. Smoke rose cheerfully from the stone fireplace as it likely had for nearly two hundred years. Was Marta popping another tempting strudel into the oven?


  The route led past an old friend, Spirit Rock, a personal shrine for Belle. This huge chunk of glacial erratic had been her private place for meditation. Seemingly fallen from the sky, it dominated the landscape. She stepped off the snowmobile and strapped on the snowshoes lashed to the rear carrier. One day she was going to retire her clumsy wooden relics with their bindings so tempting to hungry little rodents. Trailhead Equipment in Toronto advertised high-tech beauties in its catalogue, space age metal alloys so light that she would be gliding over the snow like Fred and Ginger in Top Hat. Even at a pricey $300.00, if they lasted forever, or longer than she would, the bite might be worthwhile. It took several sweaty minutes to reach the rock due to the clumsy snowmobile boots, meant for warmth, not walking. Breaking trail without a crust was no picnic either; the snowshoes could sink up to a foot and turn into scoops. And people bought treadmills when they could do this?


  Lifting fifty feet into a cadmium blue sky, Spirit Rock was solid and dependable, pure Cambrian granite. Rocks and water and trees, the triumvirate of Shield country. After living with their power, Belle doubted if she ever would want to abandon them. What honest land refused to show its bones? Eons ago the mighty boulder, dropped in retreat as the glacier smothered the land, would have glowed silvery shell pink as the rock down around Killarney, but a century of acid rain had weathered it gray and tanned its folds like the skin of an aged elephant. Still, where the rock chipped, crystalline rose shimmered. A tiny cedar tree, indefatigable as the stone itself, shot its four feathery inches out of a narrow cleft. What a miracle for this stubborn natural bonsai to find the right niche, the perfect mix of dirt and moss. Near the top of her monument, a triangular dent revealed where a chunk of several tons had fallen. Now the fragment was covered in snow, but in summer, Belle could lift the giant piece in her mind, rotate it to complete the three dimensional jigsaw. How long ago did the huge weight submit to gravity, groan and break free? One hundred, five hundred, a thousand years? Did some passing Ojibwa startle at its earth-shaking fall? Patient nature ground slowly but exceedingly fine, like the mill of God. Not like police departments.


  Placing her hands on the cold, familiar face, she said quietly, “Jim loved this land. He tried to preserve its integrity so that your beauty could live forever undiminished by man. Help me to find his killer and understand his death.” Lord knows, Mother, she murmured to herself, you can take the Anglican out of the church, but you can’t take the church out of the Anglican. Bless that grand old Cranmer prayerbook.


  After another half an hour on the route, Belle passed Larder Lake and turned to follow a deep groove in the snow that indicated an overblown trail. A few minutes later, she reached Jim’s small cabin. Anyone who wondered where moose went in the winter could have found the answer here. At least ten piles of droppings littered the clearing, the striped maples well browsed by this “eater of branches”.


  Next to the cabin, no more than four walls and a door, someone had been quartering birch, stacking fresh pieces on the porch for convenience and protection. Sure enough, under the massive splitting log nestled the key, wrapped in a plastic bag. She opened the door with a sense of dread and regret, overwhelmed by the silence, then marvelled at the evidence of Jim’s soul. A closer look showed the care that made the simple hermitage neat and practical. Chinked logs had been carefully whitewashed, and the tin sheet base of the oil barrel woodstove was swept clean of ash. She noted a small desk and a rustic bed, a sleeping bag on a padded wire frame, and a wooden chair with embroidered pillows. The picture of Melanie that Ben had mentioned smiled brightly from the desktop, bringing cotton to Belle’s throat. Framed in art deco pewter, the pretty girl was clowning with Jim’s brother Ted, mugging into the camera. Belle skimmed through the book titles: Trees of Canada, Diseases of Conifers, Common Weeds, Peterson’s Edible Plants, The Woods in Winter: Wild Animal Tracks and Traces. And the usual Audubon guides to mushrooms, butterflies, insects and flowers.


  Moving on, she rummaged through the small pantry. Rudimentary cold-safe provisions like Kraft Dinner and other pasta, dried beans and milk, coffee, flour and rice. An instant noodle package was crumpled in the garbage. Lunch perhaps on that last day. The pots were clean, nesting under the dry sink.


  A pair of lovingly-varnished snowshoes hung on the wall, along with a tattered rabbit pelt, maybe a childhood trophy. Topo maps were pinned up marked with sites of interest: oak grove, white pine growth, moose pasture, springs and bear dens around the other Burian hunt camps. Of the several record books lining the shelves, one leather log listed hundreds of flowers Jim had noted, starting with spring’s first, the bright yellow marsh marigold (the pickled buds resembled capers, he had told her) and the last to leave, the durable pearly everlasting. From a well-dusted shelf of specimens, Belle picked up a small piece of fungus, chicken of the woods, a savory treat when sautéed with eggs. On their hiking trips Jim had provided a never-ending banquet from the bush for an amazed Belle, who had thought that raspberries and blueberries were the limit. “What do you imagine the natives lived on before the white man traded his flour and sugar?” Jim had asked, with a gentle tease. And over the nights they had camped together on the edge of shimmering Lake Temagami, he had brewed pine tea, plucked pickerelweed from a swamp for a salad, fried up milkweed flowers and shaken off cattail pollen for pancakes.


  Small memories of small rituals of the heart. Thank God she had seen him that one last day. These simple belongings impressed on Belle, as the funeral had not, that she would never see her young friend again. And she wept for the loss. Sitting on the hard floor of the cabin, Belle used her sleeves to brush away the hot tears.


  The rows of diaries drew her from the pain. She skimmed the contents until she found a large looseleaf binder for the current year. The 30th, the day of his death, contained observations of tree size and number north of Wapiti. “Inspected medium growth birch grove by Marian Lake for evidence of frost cankers and borers.” Other lists counted white or red pines over 24 inches in diameter. Belle pressed the bridge of her nose until it hurt. “Here’s a trick to remember the difference between the two: white pines have five needles for five letters. It’s easy,” she heard him say. The lessons kept rolling back as if two friends were warming their hands together over a quick spruce fire. All of a sudden she narrowed her eyes, shifted the page to compensate for her myopia. “Think I saw Brooks near Damson Lake last night when the moon was so bright, a large duffel bag strapped on his sled. What would he be doing out here?” Then followed only a final few sentences, messier, scribbled in haste. “4:00 p.m. Heading back before storm gets any worse. Mom probably worried. Hope I don’t have the flu.” So Jim had been on his way home, not bushwhacking. How then would he have gotten off the trail when he could have navigated these woods in his sleep? And he had seen Brooks the night before, an important discovery.


  Before leaving, Belle made a final sweep, ending at the medicine cabinet. Though the cabin had no bathroom, only an outhouse, a place for supplies was useful. Aspirin, bandages, nail scissors, iodine...then a cold pill blister pack, three missing. So Jim had taken medication. Was Monroe right? Could that explain the disorientation?


  She left the camp as she had found it, resisting the urge to take even the small token of the chicken of the woods. The memory of their good times would be the best souvenir. Belle thought that she had better tell the Burians about her visit. Though they had said they wouldn’t be out any more, she looped by the lodge anyway.


  Lost in thought, she snapped to happy attention at the familiar white smoke trailing from their chimney. The “closed for the season” sign was still tacked on the door, but the Burians were back. She found them in the kitchen, Ben brewing coffee and Meg rolling a pie.


  “I didn’t know if I’d find you two here,” Belle said. “I took a chance coming from Jim’s cabin.”


  “Fresh sorrow and all, it’s still the most beautiful place in the world to us,” Ben said. “We couldn’t stay in the damn city and rot the rest of the winter, eh, Mom?” He put an arm around her gently and pulled her close. “In a way, Jim will always be with us here. In every flower, every bush, every tree we see. This was his real home.”


  Meg’s eyes held a tender hope which made Belle melt. “Did you find anything?”


  “Data for his projects. Apparently he had lunch and then left around four, according to his diary. He wanted to get home for supper and save you the worry. And in the last line, he noted that he might have the flu.” She paused as Meg’s shoulders sagged. “Perhaps that explains why he took that wrong turn in the storm.”


  “The flu. Well, Ted had it the week before. Do you think that proves the police theory that it was an accident, Belle, that he was confused, feverish maybe?” Ben asked.


  “I might agree except for one odd detail. His diary pinpoints Brooks as having been in the area the night before.”


  Ben gave the table a sudden pound. “Brooks! Jim worked for him when he was a boy. I never liked that man, but I find it hard to believe he’d turn to murder.”


  “If there are drugs involved, nothing is past imagining,” Belle said.


  As they sat and talked, Meg poured coffee, rubbing absentmindedly at her chapped hands, hardly listening to their conversation. Finally she cleared her throat and rummaged in her apron. “Belle, there is something. Haven’t even shown it to Dad. Didn’t turn up until the wash. Silly of me, but I had to set his things aright, even if I was going to give them to the Sally Ann. Couldn’t throw away good clothes when folks is out of work. His pants, you see, I found this deep in the pocket as I was ironing them.” She held out a tiny gold tear drop.


  “A piece of jewelry?” Belle asked. “I’m no metallurgist, yet it looks like unworked gold. Pure. Natural.” She turned it in her hand, sensing a warm magic.


  “Something special he was having made for Melanie?” Meg wondered. “Her birthday was coming up. But he never said nothing to us.”


  Belle balanced the puzzling object, lifting it up and down in assessment. “Surely not even an ounce. Hardly enough for an earring. Let me keep it for now and think about it.”


  Belle followed a short cut of Ben’s back onto the main trail, her skis slipping in and out of the wider tracks. Surely she deserved better suspension, more comfort and padding now that she was about to join the older set. She paused under a feathery pine, inhaling its sweet balsam perfume. A quirky play was writing itself, a repertory of Jim’s death scene, his sculpted hand in the ice pointing the way to eternity. Painful or not, she knew she would have to force herself to visit the site of Jim’s accident again. Afraid of missing the cutoff, she poked along, searching for the tell-tale pine loop. When saw it, she sighed, removed her helmet and reached for the snowshoes lashed to her carrier. Almost two feet of snow had fallen since Jim’s death; the curious side trail had vanished.


  Swinging her feet, brushing back heavy branches, she plunged into the deep forest. It was as remote as she remembered. Such a good place for a murder, she thought.


  Just as her sweat was beginning to build, the lake appeared, pristine and innocent, oblivious that a life had disappeared into its depths. Nature, the great director, played no favourites, didn’t care if its performers lived or died. It was completely amoral except for ruthless contempt for stupidity and carelessness. Then it would close the curtain and bid another act begin. How many minutes she stayed at the deserted lakeshore with the wind rising and teasing puffs from the unmarked snow she could not tell, except that at last her chapped face and ears warned her to return to her machine and put her helmet back on.


  Jim hadn’t been stupid, not with woodlore, naïve and innocent though he might have been with human relationships. Sitting sidesaddle on her sled, chin on her hands, Belle replayed the scene leading up to Jim’s death. Frame by frame, she tried to recall each detail. On that trip, she’d been slipping in and out of the trail, following that tempting path Ed had discovered. Even with the light snow cover, the grooves had been inches wider than her own, and, she thought with sudden inspiration, larger than the tracks of Jim’s Ovation. There had to have been another sled. But why had there been no sign of its having turned around or any sign of footprints? A murderer didn’t vanish into the air in this country without a skyhook from a helicopter. Another answer, another question.


  A pair of ravens, their blue-black feathers dishevelled like a chimney sweep’s coattails, wheeled through the sky, croaking, likely on their way to the Burians where a few bread crusts might await. In the Ojibwa mythology, Raven was a famous trickster. Whoever had orchestrated Jim’s death was a similar master of deceit.


  Around four, Belle glided up in front of her house and parked the machine under the deck, covering it carefully, after refilling the fuel and oil. A trip to the bank in town was in order, to transfer funds from her father’s Florida account where his social security was deposited.


  When she saw the jammed parking lot, her blood pressure spiked. Inside, the only working machine had a line of ten, while at the wickets, motherly tellers tried to keep the crowd moving through the corded labyrinth.


  The people were grumbly but not mutinous. Canadians subscribed to the “Peace, Order and Good Government” policy instead of the more militant American “Life, Liberty and the Pursuit of Happiness”. The right to bear arms would never be inscribed in the Charter of Rights; the right to arm bears, maybe. During the wait, Belle’s hand kept finding its way to the gold drop in her coat pocket. What might Melanie know about this tiny talisman?


  A phone call to the Nursing Residence told her that Melanie had just left for dinner next door at the hospital cafeteria. Fifteen minutes later, Belle found the girl at a corner table, probing a grey chunk of shepherd’s pie, heavy on the mashies and dotted with mushy peas. She looked up and smiled. “I’d invite you to join me, but I have too much respect for your good taste.”


  “I just got back from the camp.” Belle shook her head. “I know...finally.”


  “Any luck?”


  Belle told her what Jim had written in the log. “He seemed fine the last time I saw him, but that was days earlier. I guess the flu could explain some distraction, but to go so far off the track? And he mentioned seeing...” She glanced around the crowded room. Better not use names. Sudbury was small enough to be quite an intimate little family, especially where locals were concerned. She hummed to herself. “Our lodge friend up there in the bush.” Melanie squinted up her eyes in a question, then caught on as Belle continued.


  “What about your investigation at the university?”


  “It’s been slow. I start to bawl every time people tell me what a great guy he was. Gone through a box of tissue.” She paused and wound a strand of hair around her finger. “Except...Father Drew, the chaplain who teaches one of the crisis counselling courses we have to take. He’s a good man to talk to. He gave me to understand that Jim had consulted him once about a student who had a crush on him. More of a bother than anything else.”


  Belle perked up. A lady of mystery in Jim’s past? Hard to believe. “Who was it? What did she look like?”


  “Forget it. You know Jim. Never a word. I find it strange that he asked for help. Certainly he never said anything to me. He gave me the impression that I was his, well...you know.” She lowered her eyes and cleared her throat. “What’s next, then, Belle? Do you have any more ideas?”


  “At least the log convinces me that I’m on the right track. The next step is to find a definite connection between Brooks and the drug trade,” Belle said. “And Mel, I have something to show you.” She presented the drop. “Meg found this when she washed Jim’s pants. Could it have been a gift for you?”


  The girl accepted the gold like a holy relic, her face softening. “Jim’s? I don’t know. Where would he have got it? It looks like a tear from an angel. God, that sounds so trite. May I keep it?”


  How could she say no? Belle told Melanie that she had to consult a few friends who worked with gold first, from raw material to finished product, to discover exactly what it was and where it came from.


  Freya got some chow before Belle stirred up a quiche with shredded Emmenthaler and Black Forest ham for herself. Thirty-five minutes later, she hunkered in front of the oven, watching an edible television show. The savory cheese was bubbling, the chopped chervil and capers peppering the top. Finally she could wait no longer, tested it with a piece of spaghetti and doused on hot sauce. Then she watched Miriam’s precious tape of Wild Orchids as a torrid Garbo pirouetted around the hapless Louis Stone. Not too convincing for the twenty-four-year-old to be in love with a man pushing seventy. Had MGM believed the public that gullible? Belle suspended her disbelief and sat back to enjoy the quintessence of the silents, the subtle techniques that made words superfluous. Silent films had been called “shadow plays”, and these shades fluttered around the actors with stunning effect: while Garbo waits tentatively outside her lover Nils Asther’s bedroom door, light suddenly washes over her as the door opens, and his shadow begins to move up her body; and as the image of his cupped hand falls over her breast—she disappears. Just like the solution to Jim’s death is forever pulling away from me, Belle thought.


  After the movie, she began her bedtime routine, marshalling an artillery of vitamins, a 400 mg E (not natural, but cheap!), halibut oil, a 1200 mg lecithin and a new B-75 bomber horsepill. She assembled them on the bathroom counter along with her favourite old-timey glass from Mother’s Pizza in Barrie, bearing a wistful portrait of Mary Pickford, Canada’s sweetheart. Slow down, Belle thought, and bite the big ones in two. Or learn how to apply the Heimlich manoeuver to yourself.


  FOURTEEN


  The local bar scene was a subject far from Belle’s mind. Only in university, in cozy bierhalls or pizzerias, safe havens for women, had she “gone drinking” with friends. Everyone knew Sudbury’s watering holes by sight and reputation, from the upscale Office to the restaurant-bars like Pat and Mario’s to the outer limits like Eddy’s down the alley from the Salvation Army. Later that night she would give Derek a call to find out the best dives to search for a link between Brooks and the local drug trade. He might have friends in “low places,” as the song went. Of course, she would have to go alone. How else to meet people?


  After a salty but satisfying breakfast of English muffins, wicked feta cheese and some tempting dried black olives, she drove downtown to check in with Miriam. Her lieutenant and her PC companion were humming in tandem. “Guess what?” the older woman called, sweeping her arm like a grand duchess. “We got the go to sell that apartment in the Flour Mill. Ten units. Low rent is the polite phrase, but well-maintained. I was over there this morning.” She flashed Belle a few Polaroids. “200K if we’re lucky. And the owner has other properties, too.” She sprayed wildberry deodorizer around her desk. “Sorry. Mr. Balboni smokes a wicked cigar. Didn’t want to be rude and lose the sale. The things you do.” She coughed theatrically.


  “Windfall, Miriam. We’ll have to celebrate. Dinner on me at the restaurant of your choice when and if. Oh, the Garbo tape was a definite gem.”


  Miriam smiled like a Buddha and started dialing. Pushing aside the clutter on her desk, Belle clicked up her files on a lakefront distress sale. Nowadays lots had to be 150 feet minimum so that tiny places did not overtax the waterfront. This lot was 100 feet by the dubious “irregular”. With the bedrooms a weak shot put from the road, it was like sleeping on the pavement itself. Since there was no land for a conventional septic, the owner had tunnelled creatively to put in an anaerobic bed across the road. Uncut, unruly, Tim Horton cups and other detritus nesting in the high grasses, it doubled as a wildlife sanctuary in clear violation of the code which demanded that a septic bed be green and reasonably clipped. A cement block sauna with a sinister hole by the chimney and a rusting trailer with broken windows crowded the last inches of the site. Even the house roof sagged, weighed down by ice dams and no doubt leaking inside. The elderly owners had become unequal to the upkeep. Bring on a dozer, Belle thought, but there was no accounting for taste. The wretched toenail of dirt might attract someone who just wanted boasting rights to lakefront property, thereby providing a retirement cushion for the old pair.


  A few groggy hours later, the coffee pot exhausted, Belle trudged back from a lunch run down the block to fetch submarines, Italian salami for Miriam and for herself, a seafood special (fish masquerading as crab). Turbot maybe? In a recent diplomatic contretemps with Spain, a long-patient Canada had surprised the world by defending its fragile Grand Banks, impounding one boat and displaying the illegal nets at the United Nations building. Whatever its origins, the succulent flesh had Belle licking the last calories of mayo from her fingertips. A cold draft blew through the room as a young woman toting a gigantic leather book bag muscled through the door. Hefty but fit, with baggy jeans slit at the knees, a Metallica sweatshirt glimpsed beneath her parka, and several earrings, the intruder was Miriam’s daughter, Rosanne.


  “Bellesy,” she said. “Haven’t seen you since the school year started. I hope I haven’t come at a bad time. Mom said you would let me on the computer.”


  Relieved that the clear speech seemed to discount possibilities of a pierced tongue, Belle got up. “Sure, Rosanne. I’m finished. Just don’t access the hard drive or use the mouse as a foot pedal,” she joked, peering at the pencil drafts the girl carried. “Early Christian Burial and the Catacombs?”


  It was for a course on the history of education, Rosanne explained. “Our prof, such a cool guy, told us that since the subject was dead meat, all that Dewey and Maritain and Whitehead, that we could do our term paper on anything we wanted. I’m going to be a social studies teacher, but I have a gruesome side.”


  “Really?” Belle whispered as she watched the girl log on. Suddenly a neuron twanged across into a distant connection. “You took your degree at Shield, right?”


  “Yep, graduated two years ago, but it took me that long to make teacher’s college. The quotas are ruthless.”


  “Did you know Eva Schilling?”


  “Well, sure. Not too many of us crazy history majors.” She tapped away furiously.


  “What happened to her? She dropped out, I heard.”


  Rosanne shrugged. “Who knows? You could say she was the new star of the department, scholarships coming out the...uh, ears. Some found her stuck-up, but, like, she just didn’t seem to have a life beyond that dumb island and the library. We asked her to parties, but she always had to get a ride with her brother. Can you believe? Then in her second year she did a fade-out at midterms. No sign of the babe again.”


  “Pressure?”


  “It’s schizy to have straight As going. That’s why I avoid it at all costs.” She flashed an impish smile at Miriam. “Anyway, if she weren’t in school, why would she want to stay on that island? Could be she’s working out of town. In the States, maybe. Wish I could get one of those pretty green cards.”


  “Cheap cigarettes and liquor would be your ruin, Rosanne. But don’t panic. Wal-Mart has arrived. Say, could she have married an American? There must be some Yanks at Shield.”


  “UN-likely. She was more like a nun or a saint, if you get my drift.” A chime sounded from the courthouse. “Hey, two o’clock. I’d better get my buns in gear. Thanks, Belle. And I won’t save or anything. Just work it up and print.” Unwrapping an entire pack of sugar-free gum and wadding it into her mouth like loading a flexible cannon, she bent to her task. Belle whiffed cinnamon all the way to her van.


  Tripping over a rubber taco toy as she entered her house inspired dinner: hamburger fried with chili powder, garlic and tomato juice, topped by Monterey Jack, all nested in crispy corn tortillas. When her charred taste buds had recovered sufficiently to permit clear speech, she called Derek Santanen.


  “You gave me a hand when I needed it, Belle. That’s why I’m being dead honest with you. I don’t have nothing more to do with the trade, no old friends, nothing,” he sighed elaborately. “I can’t tell you what’s coming down now, just the action before I was busted. Prob’ly all changed. They don’t do nothing in the same place twice. Security.” He spoke like a proud professional.


  “Well, where was a good spot to deal then, pal-o-mine?”


  “Hardy har-har. Like I told you last time, my buys use’ to be at the Paramount.” Chomping and slurping sounds followed this information. Belle wrenched the phone from her ear and inspected the receiver. “On Brewster Street?” she asked next. The rotten end of the downtown core. Winos, small fry drug dealers, and those with newspaper in their boots who with the price of a few beers fell into drunken brawls and an occasional murder—if the victim landed in a snowbank at thirty below and couldn’t crawl to a warm place. Every big city and some small ones had their Brewster. The only time the place really stirred into life was the day the welfare cheques arrived.


  “You want I should take you down there? Kind of a bodyguard like?” he offered generously.


  “That might spoil the effect, Derek, but thanks anyway.”


  “Maybe, but lock your car doors. Hey, remember Brooks? He mentioned you last time I did some tune-up work at the Beaverdam. You didn’t go looking after them machines I told you about, did you? Were you bugging him?”


  “Why? What did he say?” Belle felt a frisson of warning.


  “Nothing much. Just asked if I knew this nosy babe. Described you pretty well.” He snorted a dubious compliment. Then his voice grew serious, nearly brotherly. “Stay away from him, Belle. Guy’s a coward, and that’s the worst. Gimme a crazy anytime. Least you’re allus on your guard.”


  Belle thanked him for the crunchy concern and headed to her closet, sorting through a collage of clothes she hadn’t worn since Rod Steiger had played a pawnbroker. What outfit would raise the fewest eyebrows at the Paramount? She chose a costume of circulation-cutting wheat jeans, a green silk peasant blouse, short leather jacket too small for her expanded winter body and fake armadillo cowboy boots optimistically purchased for the Calgary Stampede. “Sorry, guys,” she apologized as she shoehorned them onto spreading feet spoiled by years of cushy runners. “You’re not getting any younger.” As an afterthought, she dug out the wig her mother had bought for her unsuccessful rounds of chemo. It was tasteful, neatly short-cut in dark brown curls for a soft, vulnerable look. As a final touch, she unearthed some makeup from vainer days and applied powdery blue eye shadow and a bronze lipstick, tucking them into a small handbag which usually held her coin collection. A final whiff of Chanel 22 followed her shivering body to the van. The boots were cold and stiff. Why did people dress this way in the North?


  The van rolled along next to the railroad tracks which bisected the city, past a grim strip of soup kitchens and cheque-cashing places: a pawn shop’s beckoning golden balls, a few greasy spoons with the cheapest breakfast outside Vegas and second-hand furniture stores with shabby rooms upstairs. Too cold for the roaches, though. She flinched as a freight chuffed by. When the transcontinental rail traffic pulled into Sudbury, this lowlife panorama greeted the passengers as they sipped daiquiris inside the insulated windows of the club car, or so a national magazine article had said. The town fathers had rumbled and frothed, countering that Sudbury had just made the top twenty best cities in Canada. But they couldn’t very well drag the tourists from their seats and limo them around to the postcard spots.


  Belle hesitated at leaving her precious van in this neighbourhood, relaxing only when she remembered the comprehensive coverage on her insurance policy. With steely determination she clumped to the door of the Paramount, passing three chubby Harleys parked out front. Bluestocking days still left one door reading “Gentlemen” and the other, “Ladie’s and Escorts”. No grammarians need apply, but inside all was one. Beery fumes and raucous country wails greeted her along with smoky drifts of conversation and the occasional click of ivory rounds across a baize table. Large hairy males, tattoos undulating to the music, cigarette packs stuffed into their T-shirt arms, lifted bottles around a video game. Gang members? A few years ago a riot between rival clubs had made the national news.


  She plowed through the layers of haze to order a Scotch and soda, although she knew her stomach might rebel. Only bar brands, but hoping a few of Derek’s reliable Paws might quell indigestion, she munched from a large bag, rationing them carefully, treasuring the sensation of perfect crunch, salt and cheese. About twenty feet away, a horseshoe runway with a tape deck featured what the sign outside euphemistically called “Montreal Table Dancers”. Most rare traces of Canadian exotica seemed to emanate from that colourful city. Watching the two women, one young and faintly pretty, the other a stretch-marked pro, called up an ironic comparison: “The best lack all conviction while the worst are full of passionate intensity.” Pretty snide, Belle, she thought. These women were making a hard-won living shaking their worn gilt tassels instead of collecting welfare. Two pot-bellied men on furlough from their wives tucked bills into the bikini underpants gyrating in their steamy faces, hooting and elbowing each other, making crude gestures, giant rings of keys jingling from their belts like fashion statements. Belle swirled her drink and arranged her junk food snacks in a small design on her serviette. Suddenly a throat cleared.


  A Willie Nelson clone smiled at her, his clean-shaven face pleasantly creased. You didn’t come here as Miss Manners’ foreign correspondent, she told herself. Take a deep breath, well, maybe not too deep, and pretend you’re in a 1963 Grade C film. If he’s not in his prime, he’s in your superannuated ballpark, dear old ivied Wrigley Field.


  “Buy you whatcher having, little lady?” he offered, and sidled up, nudging a silver-tipped boot onto the footrest. Belle raised an eyebrow like Roz Russell in His Girl Friday and offered him a Paw, in response to which he signalled the waitress for another Red Dog beer and a drink for Belle. Black stove pipe jeans and a red and white checked Western shirt with fringe made him a line dancing natural.


  He studied the snack with a mischievous look, pretended to smoke it and raised his beer in a salute. “Some folks call it a six-pack. I call it a support group.” He laughed pleasantly and so did Belle. It wasn’t bad for a beer joke. “Ain’t seen you around. Nick’s my name.” He extended his hand in a warm firm grip. “Nick Nomless.”


  “Are you kidding? You mean like in nameless?”


  “You got her. Hey, it’s better than no-name. Maybe my grandfather pulled a fast one on Immigration.”


  Unprepared with an alias, Belle rifled her MGM Rolodex. “I’m Susan Lenox. Sue.”


  “Related to that furnace guy?”


  “Wish I, uh...” (not ‘were’) “...was. Nice to have free repairs in the family.”


  “New in town? Or just visiting?”


  Improvisation isn’t my forte, thought Belle. Definitely nothing fancy, just with enough money for an apartment, a car and a cheapish good time. “Yeah, moved up from Windsor a week ago. Secretarial work. Dull but reliable these days. Yourself?” With a little inner cringe, she congratulated herself on remembering the local dialect.


  “Tolands Automotive. Diesel truck mechanic.” He sighed. “One helluva hot and dirty job. But gotta make the buck, ya know?” When the waitress brought another beer, he poured slowly to avoid a foamy head.


  Time stopped as the beer rose, mesmerizing Belle for a moment. She chuckled and he looked up. “What’s wrong?”


  “Oh, you really spooked me with that glass. The strobe light made it look as if you had only three fingers.”


  “Well, I do, honey!” he roared, wiggling the survivors under his chin like Oliver Hardy. “Lost ’em in a transmission overhaul a couple years back. Don’t slow me down none, though.”


  Belle brushed her hair back. Talk about tactful! Still, Nick seemed friendly and open. They danced for several numbers, including a Texas two-step which Belle survived by refurbishing her old fox trot from junior high, adding the Watusi, and mixing in a Peppermint Twist for polish. “They have some great line dancing at the Triple R over on Douglas. I go every Wednesday. Or, “he added, proud to offer a choice, “wanta have dinner at Don Cherry’s some night, catch the Leafs on the big screen, and dance up a storm later?”


  “I’ve passed the place. How’s the food?”


  “Chicago wings beat out Buffalo. Steak’s good, too. Listen,” he added, flashing an eager grin. “This dump is gettin’ to me. Can’t stand smoke since I quit a couple years ago. I got a place where we can be more comfortable,” he said, clearly warming to a familiar line, and at the same time wiping at his eyes convincingly.


  Belle touched his arm with a discreet pressure, not too much, but sincere as hell. “Nick, sounds great, but it’s a work night for me. I just wanted to break out of my apartment for an hour or two. First time since I got here. And,” she moved closer and lowered her voice, “I wanted to check out the action. You understand?” She mimed a toke.


  He laughed, still in a good humor despite her rebuff. “Tough luck for the old guy, I guess, but maybe later. So, little lady, what’s your preference? Grass? Coke? Pills? It’s not the big city here, but the selection’s good.”


  “Coke, I guess. Special occasions only.”


  “Sure, I can tell by lookin’ atcha. Gotta watch that poison. Anyways, I find a bit for friends now and then.” He paused and cocked a grizzled eyebrow. “You ever snowmobile?”


  “In Windsor? It’s practically the deep south. I’ve always wanted to try it. Is it dangerous?” she asked, playing wide-eyed Sally Field in Gidget. Not that Sally ever did drugs.


  “Nah.” He waved his hand in dismissal. “Reason I ask’s ’cause I make my buys at a lodge my friend owns. Get my drift?” He chucked her under the chin. “It’s not far. We can go on my machine some time. I got a major serious mother of a 750.”


  Nick gave her a few lessons about snowmobiles, switched to boilermakers, and Belle excused herself to go to the washroom as a prelude to leaving. The older dancer was peering into a tarnished mirror, freshening her makeup. She wore a pink leather sequined bikini sliced wickedly up the thighs with matching pasties covering her nipples, her medical history written in ragged stretch marks, an appendix scar and probable breast enhancement. The pneumatic pair charged out like twin B-58 nose cones. Belle applied a small pat of powder on her nose. She smiled over at the woman in sympathetic sisterhood. “Tough night?”


  The other woman mashed on a candy apple red map of lipstick. “You said it. I hate the hours, but it keeps me in shape.”


  Belle laughed. “I’ll bet. With my desk job I could use some exercise. But dancing all night would leave me in traction for a week.”


  The woman fluffed her hair, a vibrant blond with ruby touches. “You can’t smoke, and I try to eat sensible. Watch the cholesterol and all that new stuff. Stamina’s important. Sort of like an athlete in training. It’s not so bad. We work four days on, three off. And decent breaks every twenty minutes. Better dough farther north, though. Once in the Kap I pulled down a thousand a week. ’Course that was when the paper mills were steamin’. But I can’t follow the business like I used to. Got a little one. Mindy’s ten last week.” For a moment Belle wondered if she were going to haul out pictures from some nether region.


  “Yeah, it’s tough to work and raise a kid.” Belle lit up a cigarette and inhaled deeply, meeting the dancer’s reddened eyes, sore and tired, brightened momentarily by thoughts of her child. “Say, any chance of a score? I just moved here and don’t know anyone.”


  The woman appraised her carefully, then shrugged. “Hell, you look OK. Too old for a lady cop. They just started takin’ ’em on the force.” Belle blinked into the mirror, smoothing a third line under her eye which had joined the usual two. “Hey, no offence. Anyhow, that guy you’re with, Nick, you can trust his stuff,” the woman advised as she left.


  A final drink later, Nick escorted Belle to her van, weaving too much for her liking, his arm around her shoulders as he sang about swimming the Pontchartrain. The Global Village. At least Timmins’ Shania Twain was making it big in Nashville.


  “Hey, how’s about a good night kiss?” he asked, his breath a flammable combination of beer and cheap rye. Belle pulled away and flopped into the seat while he tugged at the door. “Hey, Sue. What’s the matter? I bought you a couple drinks.”


  “And I gave you some Paws. Caveat emptor, Nick,” she said as she locked the door and turned the ignition.


  “Coffee at what, baby?” He pressed his face against the glass, a confused expression shaping his mouth into an “o” like a cartoon pup booted out of the house.


  A white and blue patrol vehicle trolled along Brewster Street. The window rolled down, and even in the faceless dark, a commanding tone assessed the scene. “Some trouble here?”


  Nick jumped back, losing his balance. “Uh-uh, had to see my friend got out safe.” He had started to slur his words.


  Steve eased out of the cruiser, taller and wider than Bigfoot, his hand near the snap on his holster. “Back off. The lady doesn’t seem interested to me.”


  “Hey, sorry, officer, no big deal.” And Nick disappeared back into the Paramount.


  Steve glowered at Belle, his voice as furious as his mood. “Do you have a secret life I should know about? What are you doing with these scumbags?” He shot her an appraising look. “Who are you supposed to be? Madonna, Dolly or Joan Baez?”


  She yanked off the wig and tossed it onto the passenger seat. “Ouch, that hurts, your comments, I mean. You might not be over the hill, but you’re closing in on the top.” Why not take the offensive? “I wanted information. What’s the harm? He hinted at some lodge owner as his source. How many could there be, and what have you been doing about it?”


  “I told you we were onto Brooks,” Steve said evenly. “Other informers have been naming him.”


  “Like Nick. The guy you just ran off,” Belle tapped her fingers on the steering wheel. “He’s hardly going to trust me now, Lancelot.”


  “Is that gratitude! Next time do your own wrestling. Anyway, this is my last warning. Brooks is in our sights. Problem is to catch him in the act or find his goods before he flushes it. He’s careful. It’s a matter of time and timing.” He shielded his eyes as the wind chased a whirl of snow down the street and the siren of an ambulance split the air. “How about a hamburger? I missed dinner by chasing a drunk half-way to Cartier, and I’m due for a break.”


  “Maybe a soda water. I’m so overdosed on salt that I’m going to go all prickly like a blowfish.”


  As they ate at a nearby truck stop, Steve told her about his new daughter. Belle wondered if the old saw would work, that he and Janet might conceive their own now that the stress was removed. “Anyway, we brought Heather home from Thunder Bay last week.”


  “What’s she like? Do you have any pictures?”


  “Give me time. She’s a real doll. Three years old. Half Cree and half Italian. Almost as weird a combination as yours truly.” He examined his double cheeseburger, adding ketchup. “There is a problem. She may have suffered some fetal alcohol damage.” His worried eyes revealed more than his voice. “Nothing you can put your finger on now. She’s too young for the tests, but the doctor says she could be...what do they call it? Not retarded.” He shovelled his fingers through his thick black hair.


  “Developmentally delayed?”


  “Bunch of crap. All I know is that it’s been pretty rough.” He explained that Janet had taken a leave to spend time with Heather. By the time Steve got home from work, he was an intruder. The child wouldn’t let him dress her, feed her, bathe her, even touch her.


  “If I go near, she bawls up a storm. What’s wrong, Belle? I’ve always gotten along with kids.” In his work with Big Brothers, Steve took groups to Toronto for Jays games and coached a baseball team. Many of his lads had completed college or university; two had even joined the force.


  Belle listened to his quiet, frustrated voice, which demanded reasons to rationalize feelings. “Hear what I’m saying, Steve. You’re a big man, a monster to her. Your voice is strange and deep. What might have scared her before she came to you, you don’t want to know. Right now Janet is bonding to her, and it’s leaving you out. But it sounds normal so far.”


  “So what can I do? Stay home all day and inhale helium?” He smiled weakly.


  Belle touched his large hand, so helpless against a tiny one. “Of course not. But be patient. This is only the beginning, and it must be scary for her. My advice is to leave her alone, but show affection to Janet. Heather will see that another woman trusts you. It’s just like this pup a friend of mine had...” While parents told kid stories, Belle turned to dogs. “Nothing is more tyrannical than a dog or a child,” she said. “They’re always testing limits, so establish the hierarchy immediately and stick to it. Then when they see you as benevolent head of the pack, they’ll do anything for you.”


  “Isn’t it too late for that? I told you she’s terrified.”


  “This time you have to do an end run, if you’ll pardon my mixed metaphors. Janet’s top dog. Show her affection. Once Heather sees that she trusts and accepts you, you’re in.”


  “Sure, Belle, but you forgot one thing,” Steve added. “Dogs can’t talk. And if they don’t work out, you can take them to the pound.”


  She finished her club soda, stifled a burp and reached over to shine his badge with her serviette. “Never lost one yet.”


  FIFTEEN


  The strengthening sun pierced the horizon like a jewel, dazzling Belle’s sleepy eyes with its renewing warmth. She spun the handle to open her window and inhaled the pure, liquid ether of the morning. Fearful groans, a basso profundo tympanic plumb from measureless fathoms, echoed across the lake’s impenetrable depths. The ice had risen. Freshets draining the back country were undermining its integrity, wrenching the earth free from the winter’s icy grip. Travel on the lake would still be safe for a wary week or so, but after that, the rotting ice mass would blacken into honeycombs and marry with the water, signalling time to watch for the blessed signs of spring.


  As she was outside grabbing at some birch logs under the tarp, Belle heard the phone ring five times and then defer to the answering machine. How civilized to be freed from its imperative jingle, to enjoy a hot meal in leisure instead of being interrupted by a ten-minute long “two-minute” consumer questionnaire. The tape played a familiar voice speaking slowly and precisely, unintimidated by the technology. “Hello, Belle, it’s Franz. At a lake near my camp I found something interesting. It’s a clear indication that you were right about the drug drops. We can go out there this morning if you are free. I’ll be at my office for the next two hours. It’s now...eight o’clock.”


  Belle called back immediately. “Have you had breakfast?” he asked. “Why don’t we meet at Connie’s?” It was a thriving truck stop on the Kingsway, a main artery through town.


  Franz’s Jimmy pulled into Connie’s crowded lot at the same time as Belle’s van. As he held the restaurant door for her, the pleasant scent of a subtle European cologne, perhaps 4711, drifted past. With the smooth pink look of a shave on his cheeks, he placed a shearling coat on an extra chair and sat immaculate in pressed chinos and Pendleton wool shirt. Belle stroked the coat with envious sounds. “Yes, I bought it on a trip to the States last year,” he explained as they ordered the mucker’s special. Three eggs, five sausages, a pancake, homefries, toast and coffee.


  A pair of ladies in fox and raccoon coats, dressed for a shopping spree, looked over in amusement. “Haven’t they ever seen a woman eat?” Belle sliced into the tender sausages and took a bite with a grateful, dreamy look. “Going to heaven to meet my mother and worth the price.” She crossed herself and thumped at her heart, placing a hand behind her ear. “Is that the sound of sludge forming? Well, what’s the news?”


  Franz poured coffee from the urn left on the table in American pancake house style. “First, madame, hear the wonderful results of the rally. I have over 5,000 signatures on the petition, an excellent response from the area. But strong lobbyists on the other side will generate publicity, too; merchants, hotel, motel and restaurant operators who want the tourists.”


  “I saw a full page ad placed by local businessmen in the Sudbury Star last night. What shameless propaganda. And of course Brooks is a star member. What did they call themselves? Parks for Progress?” She scowled and attacked her pancakes. “They’ll turn Wapiti into the Canadian National Exhibition fifty-two weeks a year. Condos are coming, did I tell you? A sleazy developer I know is oozing around after the zoning right now.”


  Franz clenched a fist and abandoned his continental reserve for a quick pound on the table. “But that’s why this evidence is so important. If we can discredit just one of them, turn the direction of public opinion, we might keep our lake for a few more years.”


  “Well, don’t leave me in suspenders, as Uncle Harold used to say. What on earth did you find?”


  Franz said that he had been hearing more small planes at his camp near Cott Lake, where he had been preparing lectures and marking papers. The next morning, he searched the area and found the debris. “I left it in place so that you could understand the logistics. Cott’s too shallow for ice fishing and miles from the main trail. Very isolated. And my cabin is nearly invisible from the air with all the spruce and cedars. That could explain why they were so careless. From the tracks, I’d guess a machine met the plane.”


  “The strikes against Brooks are adding up,” Belle said, ticking off points on her fingers. “First, expensive renovations on the lodge, not just a cheap facelift. Second, a stable of new machines, hardly rental jobs. Where did he get them if he’s been broke? Another possibility is that he’s operating a chop shop or feeding one. And third, I met one of his contacts at the Paramount the other night.” She had Franz laughing over the script.


  “You met him there? Oh, Mata Hari, wasn’t that unwise? Do you list the martial arts among your many talents or did you carry a pistol?”


  “Bah, I wasn’t going to go home with the man to watch David Letterman. Even gave a false name. He got a bit rough, but an officer I know came along in his patrol car.”


  “Another knight entering the lists?”


  Belle tapped his knuckles playfully. “Not where Jim’s death is concerned. Steve sure let me down there. But look, even if Jim had witnessed something, perhaps a transfer like you describe, how did someone arrange such a picture-perfect accident without leaving one bruise? It just sounds so coincidental. How could anyone even know who he was?” She frowned pensively as she mopped up the last of the eggs, then unwrapped the gold drop and presented it on top of a napkin. “Breakfast at Tiffany’s. One new clue. See what you think of this. I’ve been carrying it around like a talisman.”


  The unflappable Franz raised his eyebrows for a nanosecond, his pupils widening. “And where did you get this small treasure?”


  “Jim’s mother searched his pockets a few days ago when she did the wash, poor lady. What in God’s name is it?”


  He moved it delicately between his fingers, shifting it to catch more light, as his expressive mouth formed a moue, more French than German. “Gold, by the appearance and silken feel. For a piece of jewelry, perhaps, though it is so small. A gift for Miss Melanie or maybe just a curio.”


  “That’s what we thought. But it never hurts to double check. For a starting place, I have a friend in the jewelry business.” She retrieved the drop and let Franz whisk the cheque from her hand.


  “I am too fast for you today. Your treat next time.” He checked his watch. “We had better be off. The ice has risen, but conditions will worsen as the day warms, especially with bright sun.” To save the long drive home for her gear and the Bravo, he suggested she park at the marina and ride with him over the ice road to his island. “I have an extra snowmobile,” he said, “an old Elan of my father’s. Low on suspension, but ticks like a sewing machine. He used to assure me that a Singer was under the hood. When I was a small boy, I believed him.”


  By the time they reached the marina, lake traffic was headed the other way, people helping each other haul their huts off. “This is not my favourite time of year,” Franz complained as the Jimmy bumped along and he waved at a few drivers. “When the ice is breaking up, I have to stay in town for a week to ten days.” Belle wondered if he were hinting for an invitation. What an interesting guest he might be, though. There would be no end to the conversation. And he liked dogs. “Then at ice-out, I pick up my boat at the marina and so it goes until December.” Belle dreaded ice-out, too, prayed against a northeast wind which could skirt the rockwall and blow dangerous floes onto her dock, grinding the satellite dish and everything in its path like a juggernaut. Insurance companies did not cover these acts of God.


  As they climbed the wooden stairs to the house, Marta greeted them, her creamy white hair thickly braided and wrinkles of concern lining her cameo profile in the harsh light of day. “Be careful,” she warned. “Franz told me where you are going. The ice is thinning everywhere. My son knows the safe places.” Inside, she gave Belle an extra suit, a pair of boots, and a thermos of coffee.


  The old warhorse of the elder Schilling roared into life, shaking temperamentally and spewing out oily gray smoke. “Not very ecological, I suppose,” Franz said as he gallantly presented the keys to his own machine. Belle removed the custom cover like opening a birthday present and crooned, “Where have you been all my life? This was featured in the Ontario Snowmobiler magazine. A Grand Touring SE. What do they call it, Franz, the Mercedes-Benz of sleds? What a yuppie you are!” She brushed appreciative fingers over the thick seat padding and adjusted the oversized backrests. “How fast are we talking? What kind of track? And what other cute little bells and whistles? A CD, perhaps?”


  Franz seemed embarrassed about her reference to his conspicuous consumerism. “It’s not really a racing machine; it’s designed for touring.”


  “Oh, right, just for plain Jane cruising. A retirement model, no doubt. With 670cc? You could smoke my baby Bravo into cardiac arrest,” Belle moaned, testing the controls.


  He sighed elaborately, but a nuance of a smile crept over his lips. “If you insist. She has extra wide and long track, much more suspension than the standard models. I need that for my bush trips,” he offered as a rationale in the face of her disbelieving sniff. “My back’s not what it used to be, so gas shocks, too. I think that’s all. Oh, thumb and handwarmers.”


  “Not to mention reverse gear, you greedy man,” Belle snarled, toying with the complicated cockpit of controls.


  “Of course, so enjoy it.” He thumped the hard, duct-taped seat of his father’s old machine. “Your pleasure is my introduction to a set of kidney pads.” A call brought Blondi from around the cabin, her tail wagging eagerly for an outing.


  “Franz,” Belle objected, “she can’t run that far.”


  “No fear. Just watch.” He attached a lightweight toboggan as the proud animal picked her way gingerly down the steps, carrying her famous sunglasses in her mouth. She climbed into the sled happily and settled down with a doggy sigh.


  Franz attached the glasses. “She can run the last few miles for exercise. I always take her to the cabin as company, so the extra horsepower is helpful to pull the gear, you see,” he said with an “I told you so” look. When the Elan stalled, he began tugging his starter cord repeatedly, muttering what sounded like arcane Teutonic curses while Belle merely pushed a button and smiled smugly as her engine purred like a cat curled before a fire.


  The last vestiges of the winter runs were disappearing. Marshalls from the Drift Busters were removing the red poles across Wapiti that marked the major trail. The year before, the trail had been marked by using discarded Christmas trees complete with shreds of tinsel, a curiously surreal diorama which elicited howls from the environmentalists. Approaching the Dunes, Belle lost all mature restraint and thumbed the gas full-throttle, a move which snapped her head back in shock and rearranged her spinal cord. What a race horse!


  At the top of the Dunes, Franz caught up with her like a faithful Sancho Panza. The sight of him bouncing barely inches off the ice, his back probably screaming, drew her sympathy and amusement at the same time. He waggled his finger like a teacher, yelling over the motors. “I thought you would fall under her spell. Why don’t you get a new model? You would like it, you know.”


  “No wonder so many riders exit the gene pool every year. Horsepower corrupts; absolute horsepower corrupts absolutely. But stop tempting me. Why buy a VSOP cognac when Ontario brandy will do?” She stood up like a jockey in a steeplechase and revved the engine. “I might be spoiled now, so thank God the season is nearly over.”


  As he pointed out on the topo, Franz had chosen the safer land trail instead of the faster route across five lakes. Crossing the bridge over Thimble Creek, Belle stared into the rushing water shimmering with ice diamonds. This was still frozen on her last trip, she thought, but she’s coming up like gangbusters. Wapiti’s going to rise quickly. The Ministry of Natural Resources, keeper of the hydro dam keys, let the lake fall all winter and didn’t close the sluice gates until the ice had vanished, minimizing dock and boathouse destruction and allowing cottagers their rockwall repairs with a backhoe in the narrow window of opportunity.


  After half an hour, Franz pointed to a small side trail and signalled Blondi to jump out. “My cabin is that way,” he said, “but here’s the trail I cut to Cott.” The sun was brilliant, and the winds seemed tropical. It had been seven months since Belle had enjoyed such warmth. Several minutes later, they drove into Cott, skirting the shore carefully. It was a swamp lake, soft and treacherous in spring. A plane landing would be impossible now with the thaw. Franz guided her to a thick spruce growth. “Look at what I found,” he said, rummaging under a bush and pulling out some plastic bags. “Broken open. And they just left it. Why not? One quick gust and gone...”


  “With the wind.”


  He tasted the residue with a wet finger. “Cocaine, if the usual mythology is true.”


  Belle took the bag and dipped in, wincing at the bitterness. “Who says television doesn’t have educational merit? Hey, should we rinse our mouths with snow?” she asked. “Anything else?”


  “Just these two bags. Oh, and cigarettes.” He passed her a half-full pack of Luckies, sodden with moisture. “American. I’ve never seen them for sale here. Too expensive.” They scuffed their way to the middle of the lake, noting the landing marks of the skis. Blurry steps packed the ice where a conversation might have occurred, and a snowmobile trail, covered by fresh snow, pointed to the end of the lake.


  Belle punched his shoulder lightly in her excitement. “This could make the connection. At the very least, it proves that Jim’s theory was on the money. Steve should see this, with your permission,” Belle said, and packed the evidence into her pocket after Franz nodded. “A raid on Brooks could come soon, by the way.”


  Some coffee warmed them while Franz tossed pine cones for Blondi to chase. “Come up next winter, and I promise to be a better host and show you around my camp. I have a few fine spearheads from a quartzite dig at Sheguiandah on Manitoulin. 7000-8000 B.C. Much sharper work than the hand axe you admired.”


  “I’ll look forward to it, Franz. Why don’t you come for dinner tonight and tell me how you found them?”


  He sighed reluctantly. “This is unfortunate timing. After my four o’clock class, Mother and I are off to Toronto to see Phantom of the Opera this weekend for her birthday.” Belle suggested an excellent Portuguese place on Bloor West, recommending the octopus. The dog resumed her place in the toboggan, and Franz followed Belle back to the island, lurchingly slow and steady on the old chestnut.


  When Belle collected the van at the marina, it was barely three o’clock, so she stopped at the police building. Originally built as an armoury after World War One, it squatted downtown on its treeless square like an ancient toad. According to Steve, the staff hated the place; not only was it cold, uncomfortable and overcrowded, but security was a joke. Last year several prisoners had escaped, to be caught hours later playing PacMan at the bus depot. A classic tale of felonious stupidity, Steve had told her, like the guy who robbed a convenience store, then left his footprints in the snow right to his house.


  At the main desk, a sergeant doing crossword puzzles pointed her to a sub-basement after asking a five-letter word for “criminal”. Water pipes covered in shredding asbestos led her down a dungeon hall, her steps echoing ahead in the gloom of a single, dangling fifteen-watt bulb. Steve stuck his face out of a door with a look of suspicion. “What brings you to my palace? A social call, I hope.”


  “Where do you chain the man in the iron mask? And I thought asbestos had to be removed,” Belle responded, flopping into a comfortable brown leather chair cracked with age. She adjusted the stuffing to cover a spring and brushed white flakes from her shoulders.


  “We’ve been lobbying for a new building for years. Just don’t do too good a job of it. Need a crime wave to raise our profile. A nice mass murderer or an arsonist. This year the money went to the Seniors’ Complex. So?” He looked at her quizzically.


  “Presents. Franz Schilling and I found some drug traces in the bush today.” She placed the bags and cigarette pack on the desk, shifting a plastic plate with a crust of pizza.


  Steve didn’t even examine it. Her news pressed his irritation button one time too often. “Are you still prowling around?” he yelled. “And disturbing evidence again?”


  “Let me get to my point if you’re in that kind of a mood. We found this up at Cott Lake. It’s a miracle the stuff was still there. A brisk wind would have buried it. Come on, look at it. Don’t make me feel like a fool.”


  “Wow, a cigarette pack! For me? I suppose you want us to check for DNA.”


  “And the bags?”


  After the usual rituals, he settled into serious mode, sighing and tapping a pencil onto a date on his calendar. “Congratulations. Every now and then a blind squirrel finds an acorn. We can’t cover thousands of kilometres of bush in the hopes of catching someone in the act. We have Brooks set up for Saturday night. Saturday, Belle, is that close enough for you?” He drew a stick man on his paper and confined him in a box. “If you want to watch the fun, and I know you will, be at the Beaverdam around eleven for the raid. But stay clear.”


  “Yes, sir!” She offered a snappy salute and backed out of the office. Saturday Night Fever at last.


  Belle arrived home about six o’clock to find the house inhospitably cold and unwelcoming. A rising wind had blown up and sucked the wood to ashes with the draft. Wood was a benevolent dictator to its grateful servant, usually good for ten hours or more before a temperature drop would trigger the propane furnace. She would have to restoke it for the night.


  Belle refilled the stove with soft fat pine for quick coals, then took Freya for a short walk. At last the bitter temperatures were gone, even if most of the snow remained, as it likely would until May. Her boots crunched down the road, as she listened through the silence for sounds which carried miles in the clear air and insulating snow, the long, piercing whistle of a train headed south with lumber, or north with shiny automobiles for those who had cut that wood. She heard the familiar tinkle of Morris’s windchimes, a summer memory. Mo must have come out early to open up. Taking note of the cottages, she pictured their snowbird owners making a last forage to the cheap American supermarkets, or buying a breadmaker or air conditioner to offset costly supplemental health insurance premiums. Yet what were their electric bills when they had to leave the juice on all winter to protect the foundations against frost damage?


  Back inside, Belle heaped maple and yellow birch over the new coals and heated tasty and filling Habitant pea soup as a accompaniment to a toasted cheese sandwich. As a treat for Freya, she opened a can of expensive dog stew, giant hunks of beef swimming in gravy. Then as Shana had suggested, she sprinkled on the Metamucil, dropped in a tablespoon of canola oil, and stirred the mess queasily. Freya materialized out of nowhere at the grind of the can opener, a thread of drool dropping from the corner of her smiling mouth. “Dig in, babe. It’s better than some people get.”


  Tidying up her computer area after dinner, Belle rummaged through documents and notes from the office. But as she sorted them, strange papers caught her eye. Shield University memos addressed to Franz. One concerned a blood drive, and the other warned of a rise in parking rates. How embarrassing. She must have scooped them up that day in his office. No need to return them since the relevant dates had passed. The next sheet made her sit down in shock. It was a receipt for nearly six thousand dollars from the Forest Glen Wellness Center in Harrisville, New York. A private nursing home? Or were they all private in the States? She pulled out her atlas. Just over the border from Cornwall, maybe ten hours’ drive. Probably an old place in the Adirondacks.


  Was it Eva? Was she in treatment for the nervous breakdown Rosanne had suggested? Was this any of Belle’s business? “Oh, here, Franz,” she could say. “Sorry I picked this up by mistake. Who’s the lucky patient?” Still, she was pricked by her usual rude curiosity. Perhaps there was an Internet contact in New York, someone who could do a bit of handy digging. The likely source for snooping came quickly to mind, the Dorothy L. Sayers mystery discussion group, three thousand strong. Though each person had a special nom de plume, she hadn’t chosen one (Miss Marple had been taken and she couldn’t remember Mary Astor’s role in The Maltese Falcon). “dorothyl@listserv.kent.edu” she typed. Her message was brief, even enigmatic, but DLrs loved that touch: “I am marooned in Ultima Thule and need an ally to sleuth around near Harrisville, New York. Is the game afoot?” In case the frosty lines might garble the connections as often happened in winter, she added her phone and FAX numbers.


  Belle hopped into bed and tuned her radio to the last innings of the Jays against Oakland. Mr. Five Million had pitched flawlessly, retired twelve in a row, then pulled a groin muscle. Mr. Four Million had fanned four times and tossed his bat into the stands. So much for their top guns. Management would have to curry the Syracuse farm team with a fine tooth comb. The radio crackled in and out as usual, reception fading as far-off stations smeared the signal at critical “three and two” calls.


  Then an infernal shriek drilled into her ears like the squeal of chalk on a blackboard. The mandatory smoke detector, only this time as often before, smoke was not the problem. Gnats, little spiders, dust, anything could give the fussy monster a tantrum. Belle climbed onto a chair and wiggled the box in quasi-scientific fashion, muttering and coaxing to some success. Then only minutes later, as the Jays scored twice, the screech sounded again. “You son of a...you’re not keeping me up all night,” Belle said as she located a screwdriver and disconnected the detector. In the morning she would give the rascal a thorough shaking or better yet, buy another.


  SIXTEEN


  A message from a Geoff Garson, aka the Saint, flashed on the screen when Belle selected “new mail” the next day. A retired librarian from Notre Dame in Indiana, he was delighted, even flattered to accept the “Mission: Impossible.” Choose a librarian, she thought, for patient, meticulous work; they thrived on rooting up uncommon facts, the more obscure and useless the better. His information later that week showed that he was indeed an ace researcher, but it also brought some troublesome questions. Belle’s fax machine slowly churned out a picture and fact sheet. “Forest Glen Wellness Center, formerly Forest Glen Sanatorium. Founded in 1878 as a TB facility. During the 1950s converted by Dr. Brian Whitewell to a premier psychiatric hospital. Fees $75,000 U.S. yearly, excluding special treatment plans. Patients approximately 30. Single suites only. Two hundred wooded acres in the Adirondacks. A small stable of horses, tennis courts, jogging track, exercise rooms, indoor and outdoor pools. Specializes in schizophrenia, false memory, personality disorders, emotional trauma recovery. World reputation brings clientele from Europe, South America and the Far East.” Belle inspected the building with a magnifying glass. Stately Georgian brick, tastefully modernized through several eras. Two wings flanked an impressive portico over a stretch limo. She polished the lens and looked again. Manicured cedar hedges, classical topiary (a brontosaurus?), layered flower beds and lawns to kingdom come, probably rolled to within an inch of their lives by a gardener imported from King’s College, Cambridge.


  In an impulsive mood, buoyed by her sudden success, Belle got the phone number from the operator, surprised that it was listed. “Forest Glen,” answered a plummy voice bearing the cachet of the Received Standard English pronunciation as only Miss Moneypenny could deliver. “How may I help you?”


  Belle gulped and modulated her tone to quiet confidence. “I’d like to speak to Miss Schilling.”


  The voice turned chilly and tense. “You don’t sound familiar, Madam. I’m afraid Miss Schilling has a specific list of callers.”


  “Sorry,” said Belle and hung up. A foolish trick. Would the woman inform the family? So Eva was there. But how could Franz afford the fees on his university salary? And as an overtaxed, under-serviced Ontarian, she knew damn well OHIP wouldn’t foot the bill. A private medical plan? Doubtful. Few Canadians had that animal. More to the point, why was she there and what was the prognosis? She typed another message to Geoff: “Excellent work, Saint. Loved the picture, too. Any prayer of more personal data on a patient, Eva Schilling? Do you have contacts who work there or know someone who does?”


  Belle spent the afternoon taking a very demanding primary school teacher (was there any other kind?) on a tour of Valley East bungalows under $120,000. Ms. Bly, a cod-faced woman of fifty, who might have been Don Knotts in drag, had precise objections to all six places. One was too near the fire station, too noisy. Another had the old siding, sashless windows, too drafty. One used oil heat, too smelly. Another had a barking husky next door. One had poplar trees, “common and filthy pests”. And the last, an older custom-built home with quality touches which Belle hoped her client would appreciate, got the loudest sniff.


  “What fool wants hardwood floors? My mother used to spend all Saturday on her hands and knees rubbing that sticky beeswax around. Polishing, always polishing. She was a regular slave to it,” the woman said, writing in a small notebook. “I don’t fancy ceramic tile either. Much too cold on the feet.”


  Belle hummed an evil internal melody and nodded with a slight sincerity since she agreed about the floors. Northern Ontario wasn’t Santa Fe, and it wasn’t Back Bay. Having a dog had put the last nail in the notion of oak parquet when she had built her house. Claws on floors reminded her of the odd cringe she felt whenever she ate raisins.


  After arranging another tour the following week by planting in the woman’s head the concept of living a wee bit farther north in Capreol (“So many wonderful bargains since the sad closing of the Canadian National Railroad facility”), Belle stopped for gas at the last station before home. As she waited for her charge slip, she glanced at a four-by-four Chev pickup with supercab and eight-foot box across from her. What a boat. Probably mortgaging his soul to feed those twin tanks, Belle thought, smirking at the $90.00 on his meter. Then again, if you can afford a giant in the first place, you don’t worry about the cost of his keep. The license plate read 1BIGMF. How did he slip that past the Ontario censors? Suddenly she did a double-take. With Brooks at the wheel, Nick rode in the passenger seat, flashing her a toothy smile and showing no hard feelings. The lodge owner glared her way, whispered to Nick, and arced his cigarette onto the asphalt as they drove off. Belle braced for an explosion, but it snuffed out in the slush. Nothing like upping the ante. Now Brooks would know that she was pursuing the drug connection. Steve would have her head if anything sabotaged the raid.


  After another fill-up at the liquor store, she reached home in time to throw the ball for Freya and use the leftover taco mix for a tomato soup and macaroni casserole. A can of precious hominy bought in Buffalo added a southern touch. To her surprise and delight, Melanie called to report that she was dropping her roommate off at the airport around noon the next day and wondered if she could visit.


  “It’d be great to see you. Bring a Toronto Star. We don’t get delivery out here” was Belle’s answer.


  What was on the Nostalgia channel, she wondered, spooning into the food? W. C. Fields in The Dentist. A Slim Jim in this early talkie, with his bulbous nose in training, he grabbed the giant block of ice from the delivery boy and set it absentmindedly on...the stove! When he returned, it was an ice cube, which he shrugged off as perfectly natural, scissoring it up with the tongs, and depositing the tiny piece back in the ice box. Of course, the film was a minefield of ethical blunders. He treated his daughter like a slave, locked her in her room, threw tantrums on the golf course, thrashed caddies and gyrated ham-handedly over helpless women in his dental chair while he pumped the pedals with abandon.


  Still chuckling, Belle cranked open her bedroom window, amused to find another ladybug. Warm weather in September had sent hundreds clustering around her patio doors in an unusual infestation less bothersome than mosquitos or biting flies. She inspected the creature to see whether it had two spots, nine or none, then dropped the bright little memory of summer onto the thick branches of an aloe plant on the sill. “Flying home is out of the question, ladybug. You’ll have to stick it out until spring. Now find an aphid and behave.” The oblique reference to fire led her downstairs to check on the woodstove. It never hurt to be too careful. She assured herself that the damper was up, stood in front of the stove, gripping the wood-tipped handles, and said, “Check, double check, triple check” chanting as far as “octupal” in an effort to make sure that the round spinning “keys” were adjusted properly. Obsessive-compulsive, or just plain cautious? Just the other day a family in Chelmsford had gone to town while the stove roared, worked itself into a chimney fire and turned the house into ashes. She recalled her father balancing back and forth in front of the gas range when she was a child, looking, leaving, looking, leaving, never trusting his eyes. But then again, his aunt had died in a gas leak.


  Finally she climbed into bed, prepared for a shudderfest over the latest Cornwell novel. The sleuth was a pathologist whose diehard fans ate gruesome realism by the pailful. A few graphic chapters taught Belle to slice a Y incision, pull out assorted organs, weigh them and set aside the stomach contents for analysis. She began to grow queasy and took a large slug of Scotch to disguise the reek of formaldehyde. No more Cornwell before bed. Something refined, Ngaio Marsh maybe. She rattled through assorted prayers for people she hadn’t seen in forty years, then surrendered to a deep sleep, imagining the faithful loons calling in their mating dance. But they wouldn’t be back yet, skating on the ice. Once she and Jim had seen a nest with a loon’s egg clinging perilously on a tiny atoll hardly bigger than their boat. Perhaps the human proximity, quiet as they had tried to be, had disturbed the parents, because a few hours later, the prize had vanished! To a safer place, or the stomach of an otter?


  She woke in shallow awareness as her clock read two a.m., smelling a light, comforting smoke drifting in the window. A few snuffles and snorts sent her back to sleep, only to wake more fitfully with a pounding headache. A change in weather? Sinus problems? In her stupor she debated chugging aspirins, but decided to wait it out.


  Such pleasant time passed while she and Jim hunted for the egg, yet what kept dragging her from the dark and quiet river passages which led past the cherished pictographs? Jim was cozying the canoe against the cliffs, bracing with his paddle so that she could take pictures of the red ochre figures which seemed to be distorting despite her efforts to focus the camera. Slowly she became aware that Freya was coughing and whining and licking at her. And the dog had never, ever, asked to go out during the night. Belle rubbed her eyes, burning with something more pungent than sleep, and forced herself up to hit the light switch. The room seemed to be blurry, foggy.


  Suddenly all too awake, she felt the marrow freeze in her bones, despite the blood temperature of the water bed. Smoke was seeping through the ventilation panel cut to the living room. A fire, with her trapped on the second floor, the worst nightmare! She clawed free from piles of bedding, dropped to the rug and crawled to the patio door to rip into the plastic sheeting taped inside to conserve heat loss and shove the door open. The frigid air cleared her head momentarily. Fearing that the lights might go out at any moment, she retrieved a flashlight from the dresser. The bedside water glass doused a T-shirt, which she wrapped around her face. Freya stayed behind her, sneezing and hacking.


  Yet the door to the downstairs was cool. Fire or no fire? Belle cracked it slowly against the thick smoke which followed the draft, backing down the stairs on her knees, blessing the thick broadloom that had cost her a trip to Curaçao. Why didn’t she have a contingency plan, a rope ladder from her balcony? Ed had always teased her about it. Like a scorched worm, taking a gulp through the soggy shirt, she flashed a teary look at the living room stove. Smoke was billowing out of the keys. Something must have blocked the chimney from above. Holding her breath until her lungs ached, Belle tightened the keys and turned the damper to shut down the blaze.


  As her lungs finally rebelled against her brain and opened wide, she pushed outside with a gasp into the softly dropping snow, oblivious for a moment that she stood only in T-shirt and underpants, standard bedtime attire. Spasms of coughing punished her shoulders and back as she braced against the deck post. “Wow!” Belle yelled, lifting her feet one after the other like a phony fakir on burning coals. Holding her breath again, she reached inside to the hall closet to grab her snowmobile suit, boots and mitts. Could a squirrel have fallen down the pipe? There was no protective mesh at the top, couldn’t be because of creosote build-up. But no roast beast smell filled the air. Shivering more from fear than cold, Freya stopped hyperventilating as Belle hugged her and stroked her fur. “Breathe on your own, girl. I just couldn’t do CPR on that hairy mouth.” Safe now, the air clearing inside with the door open, she debated whether to put out the fire with water, or climb to the roof and stuff down the chimney brush. The smoke damage would be horrendous.


  Breakfast and some creature-comforting noises in mind, Belle walked down to Ed’s, blowing her lungs clear as the sun’s red eye backlit the trees. Sailor take warning? As she trudged, she missed the amenities of socks and long underwear, but blessed the fleece-lined moosehide mitts that did the job at any temperature. Northerners knew what was important.


  She hated to wake her friends, bang into their morning stillness, but what were pals for? “All right, you slackers, everyone out for volleyball,” she called, pummelling loudly at the back door and causing fearful yelps from Rusty, asleep in the mud room.


  Thumps and bumps came closer as lights flashed on in sequence through the house. “What the hell?” Ed said. “Are you crazy? Say, what’s all over your face?“ He sniffed at her as he pulled her inside. “Were you smoking in bed again?” He fastened his robe as Hélène shambled in from the bedroom, her eyes puffy with sleep.


  “It’s safe enough on a waterbed. I got smoked out. My chimney is plugged at the top. There’s no fire. I shut the stove down, but can’t do much more until daylight. Can I get warm here?”


  “Thank God you’re OK, Belle,” said Hélène, giving her a firm hug and passing her a tissue for her face.


  “Thank Freya. She warned me, saved my life. I was too groggy to know what was going on,” Belle added. She availed herself of their bathroom in an unsuccessful attempt to scrub off the smoke.


  “What about your alarm?” Ed asked as they sipped coffee and stuffed themselves with hot blueberry pancakes. Squirts of whipped cream added to the impromptu picnic. Heavy food was appreciated when cold work lay ahead.


  “It kept going off for no reason, well, not exactly no reason. Bugs, I guess, so I jerked it. And naturally I forgot to reconnect it.”


  The DesRosiers drove her back in the truck. While they aired out the house, Belle shovelled hot ashes from the stove into a bucket and used asbestos gloves to carry out the smoking logs. Then she collected the fibreglass cleaning rods and brush and climbed an aluminum ladder next to the house.


  Ed scolded her as he followed. “Why do you leave this up? Thieves could get to your bedroom balcony.”


  “I clean the chimney every three weeks, and I’m not excited about digging out the ladder after every blizzard. Besides, Ed, I have glass patio doors. So do you. We live out here because we want to see the lake, not hole up in a fort with arrow slits. Someone wants in, they get in.”


  Checking for tracks on the roof under several inches of new snow proved fruitless. Ed said, “What a mess around the chimney, all trampled. You won’t get clear prints here.” His probe with the brush revealed a soft mass several feet below the top which he pushed down the chimney. “Have to take the pipes apart in the living room. She’s caught up on the damper.”


  “If the chimney had caught fire, the house might have gone up in flames. Still, it’s deadly enough. Most people in fires die of smoke inhalation,” Belle said, shivering in the brisk wind on the roof as she surveyed the grounds. “What’s that by the big yellow birch? Looks like it was tossed off the roof like a javelin.” It turned out to be six-foot wooden stake for delphiniums, probably from a pile under the deck, except that the end was sticky with black creosote.


  Dismantling the pipe, fanning themselves against the smoking rags and despairing of the falling cinders, they cleared the mess and reassembled the pipes. Belle had goosed the propane furnace, but with the doors still open, it was barely above freezing in the living room. Luckily the computer room and TV room had been closed. The fish would have to hang tough until she got the stove going again.


  “So where did those rags come from, Belle?” Ed asked as he pitchforked the pile onto the snow.


  “Looks like old towels I hung over the propane tank. Used them to wash the van last fall.”


  Hélène looked on the verge of tears. “Please stay with us for awhile, Belle,” she pleaded. “Or Ed can—”


  “You’ve been great. But I’ll be OK. And yes, I will report this.”


  Finally alone with her thoughts, Belle left a detailed message for Steve. If he had been mad in the past, this would send him into overdrive. He’d blame her for going to the Paramount, for snooping at the lodge. Derek had warned her about Brooks’ interest, and now she’d seen Nick with him. “But what exactly does he think I know?” she wondered aloud as she watched her fish slowly tour their kingdom, blissfully unaware of their near-death experience.


  Steve skidded down the driveway after lunch. “They told me you’d been hit again. Look at all the tracks! Grand Central or what! Did you have to trample everything? I got here as fast as I could. Since morning I’ve been north of Parry Sound where a gas transport accident blocked 69 for hours.” In his irritation, he ignored Freya’s barking. Usually he loved to play with the dog.


  Belle felt a defensive surge. This was her territory, her violated home. Why did he have to make the situation worse? “It’s been snowing heavily, so any tracks are gone. What do you want to know? Someone stuffed the chimney. From what we found when we pushed down into the stove, it was towels left by my propane tank. I’ve been through a rough night, and I had the funny idea that you were my friend.” She bit her lip and turned away, knowing she was in for a grilling.


  He reached into the squad car for his notebook and wasted no time pinpointing the obvious question. “And your smoke detector?”


  She sighed deeply. “No contest. I did something stupid. It’s reconnected now in case you feel like jailing me for building code violations.”


  Taking a look around, Steve seemed ready to continue the third degree as he scribbled her remarks and his observations, but with a glance at her sitting slumped on the deck stairs, he took a deep breath. “The burglary attempt or whatever that you didn’t even bother to report is one thing. That’s common enough in cottage country in the winter. This looks serious, but I can’t see why they didn’t cut the hydro. Must have had a kind heart or been real amateurs.” He put a hand on her shoulder. “Everything should be fine if you mind your own business until Saturday, our big night. Make it look like the scare worked. Lock the doors; look over your shoulder. Maybe have a friend stay with you?” He paused to consider her snort. “No, eh? Well, fine. Freya’s track record is good enough.”


  “And I do have a shotgun.”


  “Load it with rock salt. You won’t do any real damage.” That got her smiling. “Come on, now. We’ll put Brooks and his sleazy friends away until the Leafs win the Stanley Cup.”


  Belle met his eyes and cleared the phlegm from her throat. “I’ll lie doggo. Not a bark.”


  After Steve had to make three tries up the slippery drive, somewhat to Belle’s satisfaction, she called a painting firm listed in the Northern Life. With business slow, they promised to come the next day with the colours she wanted. The job could be done quickly if she didn’t mind the smell. Then a small Golf drove down the driveway. Melanie got out, and Freya capered around her, friendly as ever with females, even strangers. Size? Conformation? Pheromones? Voice? Who knew what lurked in the genetic memory of a canine?


  The young woman presented the newspaper and widened her eyes at the sight of the lake. “What a paradise, Belle, but it’s colder here than in town. Natural refrigeration. Your sign’s sure easy to find. Neat owls.” Her chirpy tone changed as she noticed the smudges on Belle’s face. “My God, what happened?”


  “Just a smokeout. Somebody stuffed my chimney. And I didn’t even have a ham in the rafters.”


  “Are you OK? How did you get out?” They walked inside as Belle made coffee and told her story once more. Each time it became more exciting and elaborate, and each time she realized her dumb luck.


  “Hope you don’t mind smoky coffee. Maybe it’ll be exotic. I’ve had the place airing, but as you can see,” she said as she pointed to the dirty stone-white paint in the living room, “there is damage. And I’ll have to wash the pine on the ceilings, too, or negotiate for a cheap steakhouse franchise.” They sat on the leather sofas which Belle had swabbed hastily with soap and water. She looked down tiredly and scuffed the rug with her foot. “Good old commercial stuff. Totally resistant against dog hair and wood debris, but I should call a steam cleaner.” She rubbed her bloodshot eyes.


  “Aren’t you afraid, Belle? It looks like someone is out to get you.” Melanie’s warm expression reflected a genuine concern.


  “Yes and no. It has to be Brooks. But we’re getting closer. Franz showed me a spot near his bush camp where a cocaine exchange was made. It won’t be long until Brooks is sitting in jail, his friends, too. Maybe one of them will talk about Jim’s death and make the connections we’ve been after. Meanwhile, I’ve got Canada’s best security system.” She snapped her fingers at Freya, who trotted out Mr. Chile and obligingly laid him at a bemused Melanie’s feet. “Guess I’ll cruise on propane for a while to be safe. I know it’s stupid, but that woodstove has me nervous. It’ll probably cost the earth to keep the place at 20°, much less my usual 25°.” She pressed at her temples and gave a small moan.


  “What’s wrong? Did you fall last night?”


  “It’s just a stupid headache. Carbon monoxide, maybe, or my sinuses overreacting. It’ll go away with time and a few pounds of aspirins.”


  “Let me try something.” Melanie moved next to her and cradled her head with a touch that was curiously cool and warm at once. “I’ve been taking a healing course, reiki, it’s called. One of the techniques might help.”


  Belle made no protests, and after a blissful ten minutes, she sat up with a stunned grin. “You’re a miracle! What did you do, and can I hire you?”


  Mel seemed pleased at the praise. “I’m not discounting conventional medicine, it’s my job, but I’m sure therapeutic touch can help any patient, especially where stress is involved. It’s more than just massage.”


  “I’m impressed. Anything else to it?”


  “I’m glad to talk to someone who takes me seriously. At the hospital I have to walk a narrow line so that I don’t sound like a crackpot. But I’ve been experimenting with sending healing messages from afar, in one case to a nephew who had been in a coma from an auto accident. I surrounded him in white light, tried to rejuvenate him with an aura.” She blushed. “Do I sound like Shirley MacLaine?”


  “Hey, I’m not laughing. Flo Nightingale lived before her time, too. And your nephew?”


  “He’s in rehab in Toronto. Should make a complete recovery. Prayer, natural energy, modern medicine, luck, who knows? I like to visualize a bright white fluffy cloud around me wherever I go.”


  The girl’s too good to be true, Belle thought. Protected by a cloud. Why not? They used to call them vibes; now it was auras. Melanie spoke also of cleansing the mind of grudges, bitter failures resupped from an old menu. For this she recommended buying a candle for each harmful person or experience. Forgive the trespass, and watch the burdens of the past burn away harmlessly. Ageless witchery mixed with common sense psychology. Every day in every way, getting better and better. Murders, however, needed resolution, and sometimes, though “Mordre will out,” according to Chaucer, it needed a helping hand.


  SEVENTEEN


  A few days later, Belle pulled up in front of Shirmaz Jewellers and Gifts, a tiny shop in the older Donovan area, long bypassed by commercial concerns defecting to the malls. Small, square, compact homes, living relics of Sudbury’s frugal past, showed the blue collar priorities of keeping warm while avoiding a crushing mortgage. A wiser time, perhaps, she thought, waving at a sturdy grandmother shovelling snow, woollen babushka on her head. Omer Shirmaz ran his eccentric store more for hobby than profit. He and his wife Thema lived upstairs in the frame building, a shaky, enclosed staircase running up the side.


  A bell jangled as she entered. “Omer, hello,” Belle said to Sharif’s double. What elixir did these men sip, growing handsomer by the years, refining their manners and elegance? Any woman transformed into a queen under their shadowy gaze; the smart ones they complimented for their beauty, the beautiful ones for their brains. Immaculately combed, his dark pewter hair bearing a touch of pomade, a hint of frankincense or myrrh in the air, Omer wore a warm vest with a gold watch chain peeking from the pocket. The fine timepiece along with a stamp collection had been his only baggage arriving from Leningrad at the end of World War Two. An envelope of rare Czarist stamps had bought him his shop, he had told her. “My Russian grandfather was the village postmaster, a very important position. I had the complete 1866 issue, one to twenty kopeks. Not a blemish,” he had said as his voice turned to velvet. “My dearest black and lilac, I miss like an old lover.”


  He bowed to give her hand a zephyr’s brush of a kiss. “A delight to see you, my young friend.” Belle could swear that he winked. “You are looking so well. Don’t tell me you are going to offer me your mother’s Doulton ladies at last? Or have you come to check my price list?” Discontinued figures appreciated substantially in value and might make a newspaper ad in Toronto worthwhile.


  “This is another matter. Your expert opinion is required.”


  The deepening lines around his kohl-dark eyes crinkled in curiosity. “Come into the back room and let us be more comfortable. I will hear the bell if she rings.”


  At a heavy oak table in a cubbyhole heaped with boxes and newspapers, they sat close together, an ancient brass chandelier casting its flambeaux of crystal in an effect eerie and intimate. Omer found a dusty bottle of Slivovitz and poured them both a small glass.


  “I always think of you when I eat plums,” Belle said, raising a toast.


  “Every morning an inch, and you will never have a cold. I guarantee it. Fabled Turco-Cossack remedy.”


  “An inch! Best not tell the breathalyzer.” She licked her lips as delicately as she could, then placed the gold drop in Omer’s palm. “Here’s a mystery for you.”


  He examined it with his loupe with no change of expression. “Pure, very pure. I can test it if you like, but see how soft? Never for jewelry. Where did you get it?”


  “From a dead man’s pocket. Where did he get it?”


  Not a blink. “Alchemy was a romantic but false science. There are only two directions. Fine gold from rings, plate and even teeth, can be melted down in a crucible. That is my domain. Or from the richest vein, dripped straight from the ore by intense heat. I have heard that it is possible. You would have to ask a geologist.”


  Belle tossed the drop lightly in her hand, embroidering the moment with a wry smile and a final sip of brandy warming her throat. “It’s part of a very maddening puzzle. I just can’t make the pieces fit. What would it be worth, just hypothetically?”


  He fished in his vest and put a dime into her other hand. “A bit heavier than your drop. 2.4 grams, not quite a tenth of an ounce at the current $280.00 U.S. quote. Negligible.”


  “For larger amounts of this raw gold, Omer, a constant supply...out of the proper channels, would there be a buyer?”


  “There is always a buyer for everything, and a price for anything. The war taught me that. Northern Ontario has more prospectors than doctors, but this is a small town. Many noisy tongues. In Toronto? Montreal? Without question, though at a considerable discount.”


  He looked at her with such intensity through those intelligent, trained eyes which had shut out the horror and valour in his past that she felt that she had been holding her breath. Suddenly his steady voice brought her back and rekindled her imagination. Light splintered onto the table. “You said that it came from a dead man’s pocket. Are you sure there is not blood on it?” Although they both knew that he spoke figuratively, Belle found herself staring into the tiny drop as if to plumb its heart. From the time man had first glimpsed this hypnotic metal, blood and gold had been quick and greedy partners.


  By Saturday, Belle had stayed quiet enough to receive the Mutt of the Year award. Her enforced retirement had led to washing all the downstairs windows, cleaning the stove and fridge, scrubbing the floor (twice), sucking out the fish tanks, and writing four overdue letters to family friends over eighty, none of whom had an estate of substance. All that remained was to cut Freya’s claws, a mutually squeamish chore; Belle commanded the dog to lie motionless on the kitchen floor while she maneuvered the clippers to avoid hitting a vein. Every snip received a moan of torment, a quiver of fear. “OK, go, girl,” Belle sighed finally in her own relief, and the dog yawned from nervousness and raced away as if given a deathhouse reprieve.


  In search of a newspaper to pass the time, Belle drove to the airport smoke shop for the Toronto Star, passing a familiar green Jimmy in the long-term parking. A peek inside revealed a Shield University parking pass and the blanket she recalled from Freya’s rescue. Another play in Toronto, she wondered? More usual to drive unless time were a critical factor. From the smokeshop, she saw one of her neighbour’s daughters and strolled over, raising her arms like the roaring polar bear image in their logo. “Hi, Patty. How’s life at Polar Bear Air?”


  “A wild ride. With this awful weather, everyone’s hustling to get a final holiday any place south. Recession nothing! You should see the bookings for the Caribbean and Mexico now that the peak time’s over. Wish I could go, too.”


  Belle folded her paper in studied disinterest. “Lucky folks. Say, I saw a friend’s car in the lot. Professor Franz Schilling. Was he heading for the sunny beaches or just off to Toronto?”


  The young girl drummed into her computer without a second thought. “Let’s see. He was routed through to Kingston. Maybe on business. Back on our 10 p.m. Sunday flight.”


  Stranger and stranger, but just over the border to New York. A visit to the troubled sister. Why lie about it, Franz? The stigma of mental illness? He seemed enlightened enough, but one never knew. The paper engaged her for the rest of the afternoon, especially with the dollar in the sub-basement thanks to Canada’s monumental debt load and a resource-based economy.


  An hour later, Belle was still wandering around the house, toe-tapping, checking her watch to distraction. Would it ever be time to leave for the Beave, to coin a poem? And why ever go alone? Entertainment should be shared. She picked up the phone. “Now, I know you’re in bed by dark, Hélène,” she joked after she described the fun, “but make an exception. Going around nine thirty should give us a couple of hours before the witching hour for the raid.”


  “I can jump start the old man,” Hélène said. “Cut off his decaf at supper and watch him hop it on caffeine. We’re having Referendum Soup, so he should be hot enough about that.”


  “Referendum Soup? Are you serious? Sounds too controversial for Canadian Living magazine.”


  “Made it in Thunder Bay visiting my son the night the votes on the last one were counted. See if you recognize anyone: take a big hambone, add plenty of beans and prepare to eat it for the rest of your life. Trouble is, it’s delicious.” A tinkling laugh came over the phone.


  Belle had her own culinary memories. She defrosted a cube of pesto from her summer basil and spinach crop, chuckling as she recalled the day she had made the sauce. The spatula parked on top of the whirring blender had fallen in and in three seconds plastered the oily green sauce over the counter, cupboards, floor, ceiling and her naked self on an unusually torrid afternoon. In consideration of these efforts, she had had no scruples scraping the costly mess into ice cube trays. A thin spaghetti dressed with the ill-fated pesto and a salad of endive grown in some abandoned local mine by a creative entrepreneur went onto the table, showered with freshly-grated Romano.


  A reliable Pinewood Studio film from the late fifties was on Nostalgia, so she settled in. Around nine o’clock, she stepped out onto the deck before deciding how many layers to wear. Luckily it was warmer and surprisingly windless as the darkness deepened, yet a feathery ring wreathed the moon. She hoped it would not be a bad one rising.


  Down at the DesRosiers’ shoreline, Belle winced as her machine bounced over a snow-covered log that had drifted in before freeze-up. “We’re just about ready. Have a coffee,” Hélène said as Belle leafed through the Sudbury Star to find Ann Landers. A hockey game blared on the giant TV. Belle could hardly believe her benighted eyes. Near the eastern windows sat, seedlings? An optical illusion? Would spring ever arrive,or would this be the first nuclear winter?


  “What have you got, you fox?” she asked. “Aren’t you jumping the gun?”


  Hélène beamed and pinched off a tiny leaf which she waved under Belle’s nose, releasing a precious scent of peppery oregano. “Can’t keep us Frenchmen down. Ed promised me a small greenhouse as soon as the ground thaws. So I’ll be able to keep these tomatoes, herbs, broccoli, cukes right nice under glass until the last frost.”


  Belle warmed up with the coffee, nosing the smallest dollop of rye. “Last frost. Right about mid-July before the first frost the day after.”


  “Oh, fais dodo, as my Great Aunt Jacinthe used to say. Get to bed with you. Shut it.” Hélène watered her babies with perfect confidence. “We’ll have a dinner of this, and I’ll remind you about your lack of faith.”


  Judging from the communal roar of machines from all directions, Saturday night at the lodge had started. Twenty people passed the trio as if they were moonwalking. Some thought travel was safer at night because of the lights, but so many speeders overran their beams that it made little difference. The lake assumed a surreal perspective by starlight, a silvery rink dotted with shore twinklings. Across at the Reserve, the lights which greeted Belle every morning before dawn were still flickering. Nearing Brooks’ island, they could hear booming bass thumps, gradually developing into a passable imitation of Alabama. A large birch fire snapped in front of the lodge, a cheery spot for hardier souls who wanted less music and more privacy. For a moment Belle imagined that she smelled a smoke too sweet for wood as she glanced at a young couple toasting marshmallows and snuggling in the fire’s glimmer.


  Pushing through the main door, they carried their helmets into a wave of music and laughter, standing stupefied for a moment in the sudden heat, until Ed commandeered a wooden booth in a side room. Belle’s watch said ten o’clock. Their pitcher of draft arrived with a bowl of popcorn, packed with palm oil, Belle bet, knowing that virtuous canola could not have hit the sticks this fast. Shoving their jackets under the table with their helmets and kicking off their boots, they relaxed in their overalls like the rest of the crowd. As a cheap alternative to live music, the karaoke setup gave volunteers their standard five minutes of local fame. A balding porker in red underwear beneath Farmer John’s began warbling “Tie a Yellow Ribbon,” lurching offstage to polite applause, followed by two young lovers who rivalled Kenny and Dolly in “Islands in the Stream”.


  “In the steam,” Belle said as she excused herself for the bathroom, ducking a second later as she saw Nick. Luckily he was occupied with what looked like the stripper from the Paramount. At least he wasn’t a cradle robber. Belle chose the door with a winking doe instead of the rampant buck. So this was the fabled septic system. Well, let’s give it a go, she muttered under her breath, and checked out a stall, glad to find a lock which worked. A hand-printed sign in block letters admonished users NOT to flush paper. Miriam’s brother had left his tank unpumped for seventeen years and, thanks to two fastidious teenagers and a wife, ended up with an 800 gallon tank of papier mâché and a clogged field bed redug at the cost of the St. Lawrence Seaway. Belle merrily waved goodbye to an ox-choking wad of tissue to serve Brooks right.


  When she returned to the table, the pitcher was gone and so were the DesRosiers. It appeared that they were dancing to the unforgettable “Hello, Darlin’”, Belle’s favourite. “Just for old time’s sake,” Ed sang with a rise to each word, dipping Hélène dangerously as he might have done to the sounds of Don Messer and the Islanders back when he and his only sweetheart had been dancing at their Senior Prom.


  Belle’s concept of raids came from scenes where a bumbling array of Keystone cops stampeded into a speakeasy and rousted everyone into a paddy wagon, careering off into the distance as “The End” hit the screen. On an island, logistics might be easier. True, someone could vanish into the night, but not if the cordon were tight, if Steve had brought enough officers. It wasn’t the common variety toker with a bit of hash in his pocket wanted here, though the odd minnow might stick in the net meant for a grandfather walleye. Belle finished off the popcorn while the DesRosiers fanned themselves from the exertion, Ed making a hula hoop motion with his bad hip. “Feels good tonight. Must be a high coming in,” he noted.


  Belle snickered and waved some of the fragrant air toward them. “The high has arrived.”


  Hélène grinned in mischief as her nostrils flickered. “Well now, Dad. So this that happy grass they been talking about since those Beatniks. Maybe I should try it before I hit seventy. Never too late, they say.”


  Ed slapped his hand down in mock anger. “Better not, lady. You want that high, a good Alberta rye’ll do you just fine.”


  The signature song that had put the town on the country music map, Stompin’ Tom Connors’ “Sudbury Saturday Night,” sent an explosion of cheers across the room, inspiring one man to snare a Canadian flag from the wall and parade around, joined by a bearded giant brandishing the Fleur de Lys. Here was one place in Canada that French and English were having a royally good time; separatists, take note. The crowd started clapping, and Belle found herself singing along, sorry that her low profile kept her from serenading the crowd with something by Reba.


  Just after “The girls are out to bingo, and the men are getting stinko, we think no more of Inco,” the noise suddenly stopped as if the electrical plug had been yanked. All eyes moved to the door as several officers walked forward, spreading out in an unsmiling phalanx. From the kitchen came a yell and a tinkle of glass, chairs started scraping and a young girl cried out. Steve stood before his men and spoke calmly into a bullhorn. “Please relax, folks. You won’t be delayed long. We have reason to believe that some illegal substances are changing hands here.” A male voice bellowed the most frequently occurring word in Pulp Fiction, but Steve ignored it and motioned toward the wall. “Just line up, please. Men over here. A female officer will search the women in the side room. Once you’re cleared, you can leave. Your tax dollars at work.” When boos erupted from the back, he smiled and made a “That’s the breaks” gesture.


  Though Belle passed through the cordon quickly, she became separated from Ed and Hélène. The lodge cleared rapidly to the sound of snowmobile motors roaring into the black silence. At the ramp to the lodge sat a police van which had travelled the ice road, and three men, handcuffed behind their backs, were being guided into seats, their heads ducked for them as they entered. One might have been Brooks, but shadows could be misleading. Belle rubbed her hands by the embers of the campfire until Steve strutted up, unable to conceal his satisfaction.


  “Got the bugger,” he said proudly, smacking his fist into his glove. “Two of his dealers will plea bargain their snow pants off when we get them to the station. Five more were carrying small amounts, scared enough to tell us anything. And here’s the cream! In the housing for the electric guts of that fancy septic system, we found his main supply wrapped snug in layers of plastic. Guess he didn’t think anyone would be poking around in there. Five kilos of coke. A small bale of pot. And some of these babies.” He held out what looked like a perfume sample vial, tiny and jewel-like.


  “So what’s that, swami?” Belle asked.


  “Meet the newest nephew of Sudbury’s drug family. Big city crack cocaine. One teeny rock to a person, please.”


  Belle shuddered. “Anyone on that stuff wouldn’t have the sense to come in out of the cold. Any stolen snowmobiles turn up?”


  He gave her a comical look as if wondering where she had learned about that. “Just one, but it’s enough. Rumour says he managed to get rid of everything but a Mach Z, saving it for someone who could afford the price and use the machine out where registration wouldn’t be checked. Anyway, we’re tracing it to a theft in Sturgeon Falls. I’ll bet that if we cut him some slack, he’ll admit to the two incidents at your house, Belle. This may be his first charge, but the judges have developed pretty tough skins for dealers lately. He could draw a mandatory fifteen-year sentence without parole.” He left her to return to the final details of the evidence collection. No use going to all this trouble and blowing the fine points.


  Belle found the DesRosiers having coffee with one of the cooks in the kitchen. “Damn cold out there, girl. Where the hell have you been? Didn’t want to leave you.”


  Not long after, all were home suffering only a popcorn and beer bloat. In a hedonistic papaya bubble bath, Belle warmed up, contemplating her toes, probing the big one into the faucet. When it stuck for a moment, she imagined another humiliating finale worse than choking on vitamins: “Woman starves to death in bathtub. Found by neighbour returning from Florida with Miami Dolphins T-shirt gift. Had been gnawed on by desperate shepherd.” Would Freya do that? Why not? The “doggy dog” way of the world. Dreamily content, relaxing to the sweet perfume, she thought of the gold again, appearing and disappearing in the elusive bubbles. As the surface of the water turned to milky film, a whiter line of surface tension delineating her legs, one half-submerged, the other bent and invisible six inches below the knee, Belle had a vision of her body frozen in the ice.


  EIGHTEEN


  The gray mailboxes at the junction of her road stood an inconvenient six miles from the house. Half the time Belle thought in kilometres, half the time in miles. Another decade and the logic of metric would be second nature. She took two pieces of mail from the box, cheques for her father, the Canada Pension, which everyone paid into, and the Old Age freebie—$400.00 a month just for wrinkles and myopia!


  When she got to Rainbow Country with the shrimp, her father was spruced up in the blue plaid shirt she had bought him for Christmas. Her careful eye noted the clean undershirt, braces and freshly ironed pants. “Good news, Father,” she announced. “Your pension cheques arrived. And, at last count, you’re on the yellow brick road to becoming a millionaire. The stock market is soaring.”


  “Take all the money out of the bank and bring it here, right now, right now.” At his stern face, she nearly stepped back. Then his eyes sparkled, a royal blue which belied his years and waning health. No wonder her mother had fallen in love with the man in the picture on the dresser, serious, wearing a tweed suit and metal-rimmed glasses, holding a meershaum pipe. “Just kidding. Gimme ten bucks, though. I owe the haircut lady.”


  While she was setting up his meal, she encouraged him to talk about old Toronto. “Hogtown, she used to be called. Rough and ready. Small houses, family stores, horses still pulling wagons down Avenue Road. Big night out to go downtown for a Chinese feed at the St. Charles and see a show at the Odeon. Or maybe Sunnyside Park in the summer. Did you know your old man was a great dancer? Some bad times, though. Those riots at the Christie Pits in 1938, damn Nazis beating up the Jews. My brother Fred and I got Abie Schneider out fast on the trolley. Took him right home with us. And Ma gave us all tomato soup and crackers. I remember Abie was crying.”


  “And your years in the film business, all those people you met. Didn’t you tell me that you shook Gene Autry’s hand?”


  He held up his knobby fist proudly and offered it to her. “Shake the hand that shook the hand. All the biggest stars came through the office.”


  “Right. And all those glossies of Elvis, was that really his signature: ’To my girlfriend, Belle’?”


  That got him laughing, an unusual sight which cheered her in this quiet room. There would never be another home, another room for him. “Norman, my name was Norman then,” he corrected her. At the nursing home in Florida, they had mistakenly called him by his unused first name. Then his girlfriend (his consort, he had called her) and he had decided that George was more British, more noble. How many people changed their name after 80?


  “Like my haircut?” he asked, and she gave it an appreciative rub.


  “A regular crew cut. You don’t look a minute over fifty.” And he didn’t, thanks to his baby-smooth skin.


  “No shave, though,” he added with a definite pout.


  “Ontario is broke. You’ll probably get one later today.” Belle arranged the lunch she had brought and filled his glass of water from the immaculate bathroom. It always seemed as if Joyce had just cleaned. Lysol was redolent and the porcelain sparkling.


  As her father enjoyed his shrimp, Belle picked at her roast pork sandwich, hardly tasting it, although the bread was homemade, the mustard piquant and the meat tender and lean. With a sigh, she wrapped it for Freya.


  “What’s the matter? Not hungry? That’s not like a Palmer,” her father said, clearly “with it” enough today to notice her lack of appetite while tucking into his favourite meal.


  “I’m OK. Just too many things on my mind.” She folded up the soiled napkins and set out more for the gooey pie and ice cream, sighing in resignation. You couldn’t keep things from him. She hadn’t wanted to tell her father about Jim, thinking that the report of a death might upset him. “A friend of mine was killed going through the ice on a snow machine. No witnesses. Out in the middle of nowhere. Everyone says it’s an accident, but it stinks. He was the last person who would make a dangerous mistake in the bush.” She paused to mush up the pie, chopping away the tough crust so that his last few teeth could handle the assignment. “But on the other hand, there’s no motive. He was a serious and private man, a university student and about as nice a guy as you could find. Why would anyone kill him?”


  Her father shovelled in some coleslaw with a shaky hand, chewed for a pensive moment with his eyes closed, then beamed as if he had just scratched a lottery winner. “Easy. Greed. Don’t you remember that movie? Longest silent ever made! Got me interested in the fillum business. I was only a kid but knew right away the job was for me.”


  “What do you mean? What greed?” She drew her chair closer and turned down the disco trash from the exercise show on television.


  “Think, girl! What was the motive? Gold. That big tooth, Zasu Pitts lying on a bed of shiny coins.” His eyes glittered as if the curtain had lifted on a favourite picture long faded to shadows. “Aren’t we in Northern Ontario, where gold sits under every tree? Old Sir Harry Oakes died for it. It’s gold all right, always was, always is. You’ll see. Just keep your peepers peeled.” He munched his last French fry and reached for the container of pie.


  When the local news started, Belle cleaned away the lunch debris and unsnapped the prison of his lap table. “How about a walk down the hall?” she asked. It was crucial to get him back on his feet to juice the circulation. The nurses had reported that he was not cooperative during his exercise periods. Perhaps extra motivation would help. “You’ve got to get practising again if you want to go back to the restaurant when the weather gets better.”


  A smile broke out on his face as he looked up like a trusting child. “Really? OK, let’s give it a try. Where are my shoes?” He shook one red plush bedroom slipper, all his swollen feet could wear. Belle searched the closet, peered under the bed, even plowed through his underwear drawer. How could a large item vanish from a private room whose sole occupant barely tottered down to meals each day? Yet some of the more mobile female patients roamed the halls “cleaning house” in their cobwebbed minds, collecting loose articles and driving the nurses crazy when they had to sort out the belongings.


  “Never mind. We can slog along with one. Come on.” She hoisted him up, gripping his wasted arm. Even five years ago, his biceps and calves had bulged, huge bunches of muscles due to genes more than exercise. They used to strike poses together, their arms and legs and faces identical DNA maps. A purposeful grunt helped him to stand, leaning perilously, then shuffling forward, all 170 stomachy pounds. They inched into the hall, past dim rooms with heads lolled back, toothless mouths agape, or worse, quiet bundles of blanketed shapes forever dreaming of a precious time far and away.


  “Take the hand rail,” she told him, as they rocked along. Only thirty feet to the nurses’ station. Suddenly he stopped and looked down. Her gaze followed. His other slipper! “It dropped out of your pant leg?” Their laughter echoed down the silent hall. “A miracle! Didn’t you feel it? What else is up there? No, I don’t want to know!” Belle put the shoe on him, and they rounded back to the room in time for the weather report.


  As she left by the front desk, Belle had a word for Cherie, the nurse on call. “He looks good. Thanks for the extra effort in dressing and grooming him.”


  “Sorry we didn’t get to his shave. All hell broke loose in the kitchen. Dishwasher overflowed. Oh, by the way,” she coughed delicately, and swivelled her head to see if they were being overheard, “that doctor we were discussing the other day?” Belle nodded. “Rumour says that he was involved in abortions a few years before the hospital started providing them without hassles. No charges were ever laid, though. He’s a slick one.” Her eyebrows arched knowingly. In big cities like Toronto, abortions were available if a woman had the nerve to brave the gauntlet of pro-life pickets. In smaller towns and solidly Catholic areas, the procedure could be difficult to arrange.


  Belle left the building, still trying to sort out the tangle of clues, hunches and tips revolving in her brain. Something was trying to take shape, to drop out of a pantleg. Although she had latched onto it as a tempting possibility, less and less did the drug angle look viable. Brooks’ gang was rounded up, squealing like shoats (or was it stoats?) for legal aid, but nothing about Jim had been forthcoming. Steve would have told her. Maybe she should speak to Brooks directly; surely he was out on bail by now. And the gold? Perhaps not the romantic dream of an old man at all. Jim’s drop haunted her, the last tangible reminder of her friend. As Omer had said, the area was full of treasure hunters searching new places yet undreamed and old places long played out. The generous meteorite which had blasted the Sudbury basin had planted many precious metals, gold and palladium among them.


  One of Belle’s favourite summer haunts, Bonanza Lake north of Wapiti, had been mined briefly around the turn of the century. Since it was accessible by old logging roads, Belle and Freya beat through undergrowth to climb the steep trail to its hills once or twice each summer. Not only were the blueberries spectacular, but the pellucid green lake attracted wise loons, who knew well ahead of the scientists that the PH of the troubled waters had been slowly improving. True, the only mine shaft she had actually seen had been filled in with rubble and ringed by rusted scraps of a fence, but she had traced along the walls of the water-filled excavations the petering-out of the quartzite. Aside from picking up a few specimens and taking a swim in the lake, Belle never ventured further into the dense bush, rife with bloody-minded flies and festooned with poison ivy.


  Tom Beardley would know. A retired chemist, he played prospector on the weekends, ferreting out tiny mining claims more for fun, boasting that he was an explorer, not a gold baron. A lucky find near Timmins had netted him twenty thousand dollars once, which he had blown quickly on a new Bronco, but that had been his only major discovery. Now and then Tom taught a night course in metallurgy at Nickel City College; Belle had met him there in the cafeteria on a break from a real estate seminar.


  Tom’s wife Dorothy answered Belle’s call. “Tom? Sure, he’s back from Wawa today. Never misses the Jays on television. No sooner unpacked than he’s rushed down to the Diamond Pipe to meet some of his gangster friends. Tell him for me he’d better not be home later than fifteen minutes after the game. And I’m listening.” The radio warbled in the background. Belle knew that Dorothy’s jocular threats held little sting. Tom had nursed her through several breast cancer operations and made sure that they escaped every February to the Portuguese Algarve, a favourite Canadian destination because of its bargain villas.


  The Diamond Pipe on Bathurst Street was jumping as Belle strolled in shortly after seven, so as not to interrupt the game. Her friend sat with Paolo Santanen, demolishing a platter of Buffalo wings. Tom, a huge man with a matching gut but strong as a Terex truck, looked as if he had not only pounded in the last spike of the Trans-Canada railway single-handedly, but all the others as well. He clapped his massive paws on the table and set his unshaven jaw in Paolo’s milk-mild Finnish face. “They’ll never make the grade without another couple of pitchers, my son. And sure as hell they trade any of their duds, those bozos’ll win the Cy Young award for their new team. Maybe it’s the coaches’ fault, who knows?”


  Nearing eighty, the small and wiry Paolo was developing a bow to his back, and he moved with slow deliberation. Derek had come along when he had been well into his fifties. Last time he and Belle had met, he had wiped tears from his eyes as he thanked her for helping his son get the Snopac job. “I want to die the day before I go into a nursing home, and the day before Derek ever gets in trouble again,” he had confessed privately as his wife Gerda boiled up some potatoes. Yet tonight Paolo seemed full of fire. “Jays got power to spare. Let ’em get five runs in the opposition, these boys’ll bring ’em up. You ain’t got no trust at all. Don’t you know baseball’s a game of faith?” Belle moved forward to catch Tom’s eye.


  “Belle? I haven’t seen you in months. Too busy grubbin’ real estate to talk with old pals?” With a friendly wink, he nabbed an extra chair from the next table and patted it. “Now how’s my Freya?” He and his short-haired pointer Duke loved to go birding. Three fat partridges that he had dropped off last fall, ivory breasts more succulent than chicken, had made a memorable stew.


  Paolo took her hand and squeezed it wordlessly as he met her eyes. She signalled the waitress for a beer by hoisting Tom’s bottle. “Good, for all of her ten years, but getting on like her mom.” She nibbled at a wing he offered. “Yow, hot stuff. Listen, I need some information from you, some mining expertise.”


  He roared into high gear, flexing his masculinity and nudging his friend. “The Midnight Prospector strikes again. And you said I was over the hill.”


  “Stop showing off, you old coot. I need to know about gold north of Wapiti, the Bonanza area maybe. Is anything still there?”


  “Up where the new park’s goin’ in? Nah, she’s all played out. Bonanza. Some joke, that name. Never did find nothing much, though they thought at first they had another boom like Cobalt. ’Course, that was long before my time. Closed up about a hunnert years ago. Nothing left now but a couple of filled-in shafts and rubble.”


  “That’s it? You mean the quartzite piles at the top of the hill? I’ve taken some pieces for my rock garden. White and brown.”


  “It’s pretty stuff. The brown’s siderite, a crystalline carbonate. That one heap’s all most people ever see. Couple other shafts a few hundred feet farther into the bush. Pretty dense and overgrown. Could be flooded, too. Dad said they were almost ninety feet down. Tanned me once as a kid when he thought I’d been fooling around there. Say, listen to me rattling on. What do you want to know about that played-out claim for? You don’t want to poke around those rotting timbers. The gasses are toxic. Methane, for one.” He gave her a serious look which spelled worry.


  “Could there be any gold left?”


  “Well, the companies gave up and never went back. That tells you something. Odds are against it. They mined out any veins as far as they could.”


  Belle narrowed her eyes and tapped his wrist gently. “But if someone found a streak, even a smallish one. Don’t ask me how; I never took geology. Why would they keep it quiet? Why not cash in?”


  “Are you kidding? Someone still owns rights to that land. And it would be ‘thank you very much, buddy. Now get lost.’ Except it probably wouldn’t be worth the company’s money to pursue a peanut find even with high tech. Cost them five million to get in, they’d need to make fifteen. This isn’t the Klondike of 1898, girl.”


  “So how could anything be retrieved profitably?”


  “Well, hell, you could blowtorch it out,” he boomed and gulped his beer with an approving belch. “A rich little vein, pocket gold mine. Drip her into what we call ‘buttons’. Ounce or two. Easy to carry. ’Course, you’d have to sell on the black market at less than half the price. Be worth it, though, damn government taxes. Lots of fun, too.”


  Paolo had been listening with interest, nodding at the excitement as he tried to get their attention. “You know, that could be. A chum of mine, after he retired, used to spend weekends loading tailings from an old site in Kirkland Lake into his pickup, take it back to his garage to crush. Called it the Lost Deutchman Mine. And you know, he made hisself enough to live on a good ten year. And good for him, I say. Pensions weren’t worth nothing back then.”


  Belle placed Jim’s drop in front of Tom’s bottle. His eyes widened, reflecting the yellow flame of the table’s light as he touched it lovingly, rubbed at the sheen. “That’s the ticket. The real thing, as they used to say before that there cola.”


  “Could this come from that method you describe? Dripped off? It sounds so primitive.”


  “Nothin’ more simple and more valuable than gold. Whoever made this has a pretty little girl for sure. Lucky devil.”


  Belle pocketed the drop as a baby Jay belted a lead-off double to galvanize the crowd. What had Omer said about the drop having blood on it?


  NINETEEN


  The sunrise had a definite MGM lock on the pastel lavender of Liz Taylor’s eyes as Belle refilled her bird feeder on the frosty deck. She was getting jumpy and frustrated at the confusing trails surrounding Jim’s death, the widening circle of ripples. Someone waited at the centre, sure of safety or anxious of discovery, deadly in any case if the smokeout were an indication. The sudden ring of the phone made her spill her self-righteous decaf all over the table. “It’s Geoff Garson. Pardon the violation of netiquette. I had to hear your non-electronic voice, Belle. E-mail is so cold and mechanical.”


  “And I got your information. The picture came through showing every brick. Top notch sleuthing. But don’t tell me that you uncovered more?”


  “My housekeeper’s son’s friend, I will spare you the nepotistic connections, is an orderly at Forest Glen. From his report, and I know you will handle these facts with discretion since I wouldn’t want to get the lad in trouble, your Eva came there about a year ago. She had been through some trauma, possibly sexual because her psychiatrist specializes in rape, incest, abortion, sad dysfunctions from A to Z, or your Canadian zed. Rather a Dr. Ruth of the Dark Shadows.”


  “That would have been a show to remember. Any visitors?”


  “A brother comes every month or so, only recently with the mother. A breakthrough maybe.” He emphasized words with delicious drama, Clifton Webb as Waldo in Laura. Of course, he could be a quarter-ton Marlon Brando, for all Belle knew.


  Her notepad filled as Geoff continued. “My source is only an orderly, but those seen-and-not-heard types know the inside gossip. Like the servants in a Victorian household.”


  “Right, Upstairs, Downstairs. A fortunate choice.”


  Geoff pressed forward, not at all shy at inventing a scenario. “Playing amateur psychiatrist, Belle, is this a case of molestation or an unreported rape? What do you know of her family?”


  Belle doodled idly as she recounted the visit to the island, the curious saint in her shrine. “Hard to figure, Geoff. The father’s dead years ago. The girl was a lonely figure. No friends, no interests outside her studies. Her brother is beyond reproach, in my opinion. The mother seems loving and warm. It doesn’t make sense.”


  “What was that saint you mentioned? Dymphna, was it? Never heard of that exotic lady; so many have been delisted for lack of documentation. Still, give me a moment. That was my territory at Notre Dame.”


  It turned out that Geoff was not only a retired professor, but also a Jesuit priest. She could hear him leafing pages. “Ah, the patron saint of the insane. Gheel, the Netherlands. This is getting very murky, Belle.”


  “A saint for the insane? This is exotic for a lapsed Anglican like me.”


  “Hmmm. Let’s see. There are hordes, one for every human woe. St. Peregrine for cancer, St. Apollonia for toothaches, St. Fiacre for haemorrhoids...”


  “Stop the rogue’s gallery! I’m quite suggestible.” Belle protested. She promised Geoff the latest L. R. Wright mystery, a Canadian favourite set on the Sunshine Coast in B.C.


  Although Belle had a gift for fishing for red herrings and clutching at hypothetical straws, and although she still found Brooks a truly odious man, dog lover or not, she could no longer consider him a serious suspect. He was home on heavy bond, minding his manners, a candidate for several years in prison after his trial. At least his daughter Brenda might get a second chance, maybe even bring those Puddingstone kids to life. Although he wouldn’t admit to the break-in, he had agreed to talk to Belle in hopes of gaining judicial brownie points. And the meeting might fill in some gaps in the picture.


  She reached the Beaverdam shortly after nine. Brooks sat slumped in front of his father’s fieldstone fireplace, oblivious to her entrance. His head sagged, giving him a bizarre chinless look. A beer sat beside him, and ashes flicked onto the handsome slate floor.


  Belle smiled at his red checked shirt; trust a man to prize an old friend too much to toss it out even if it told dangerous tales. “I’ve been looking for a spot to fit this little piece of evidence,” she said, matching the swatch to his sleeve, watching him recoil as if she’d been a snapping turtle.


  “Big deal. I’m already goin’ down far enough. Sorry about the dog, though. That was an accident. I wanted to tell you that.” He stroked an old raggedy collie who gazed up at him with warm, liquid eyes. “Just went over to teach you a lesson, smelling around in the business. Make it look like the place had been robbed.”


  Her savage glare backed him off with a whine. “Hey, now, missus, nothing bad. Just throw a few papers around for show. When I opened the door, and you know, you should lock your doors...” He cowered as Belle slammed her fist on the table and stood up to leave. “Your dog ran out and laid into me something fierce. And he’s big. Was going right for my throat when I saw the shovel. Just hit him once. Not hard. Then I heard a car and got out fast.”


  “Self-defence, no doubt. And the dog’s a she.”


  “Why, sure. That’s exactly what it was.”


  Jim’s accident had surprised him as much as anybody, and though he admitted to using small lakes north of Wapiti for transfers, the warmer weather had ended that. One plane had come close to getting stuck. “How about Cott Lake?” she asked.


  “Cott? Up by Bonanza? No need to go all that way.” He paused and poked at the fire reflectively, his voice almost avuncular. “Jim was a nice kid. Never had a boy of my own. He used to do some scut work here when he was in high school, baiting and gassing up for the tourists. One thing I can tell you, his death didn’t have nothin’ to do with drugs. I’m no killer.”


  She gave him a sideways stare, like a wary gunslinger. “No? Then why did you come back and plug up my chimney?”


  “Huh. I heard about that. Not my style. The whole week I was over in Thunder Bay selling two machines.” He drew on his cigarette and coughed. “Hey, your dog is OK, right?”


  Belle drove home, frustrated at not learning more, but admitting to herself that Brooks was telling the truth. Pacing from room to room, unable to concentrate, she remembered the appointment with Ms. Bly. She called Miriam, who agreed to take the woman to Capreol, glad to get out of the office on a slow Friday. Even the coffee tasted bitter and metallic, and when she thought about lunch, she felt no hunger, just the slight nausea which came from too much caffeine.


  Maybe she was suffering from cabin fever, SAD or Seasonal Affective Disorder. A change of place might recharge the brain cells, a trip to Toronto, a cruise of the mall outlets. Sure, run away and shop yourself into oblivion, Belle. That wasn’t the problem anyway. She had failed Jim, failed Ben, Meg and Melanie. Buffaloed, outfoxed, decoyed with this conundrum, riddle, enigma shrouded in a...in a wallow of clichés. With a self-accusing sigh, she picked up her mother’s copy of The Diviners, thumbing through it absently, when a line from Catharine Parr Traill caught her attention, something irksomely didactic about getting up and doing when all seemed lost. An Englishwoman’s view of the wilds of Peterborough, well, wild enough in the nineteenth century.


  The temperature stood at -10°, but spring days warmed up fast. In her father’s old-fashioned terminology, a “constitutional”, forerunner of power walking, might help charge the batteries. The last time she had gone into the bush on foot had been New Year’s Day. The dog seemed to read her mind, hyperventilating and nipping her elbow in an annoying dominance move. Belle wapped her toque at the dog’s ample rump. “Yes, I get the point, Freya. Just give me a minute. I wasn’t born with a fur coat.” As an afterthought, she tucked a plastic bag with Hélène’s jerky into her zippered forearm pocket. A snack would taste welcome in the cold. As she walked out onto the deck, the tall cedars, faithful monitors of wind, stood quiet. Good, then. She would march down the road for half an hour, and perhaps spot the gigantic redheaded Woody, insistent in his poundings, or hear the gentle thrummings of hairy and downy relatives.


  Once on the road, Belle felt the wind chew at her back, an ominous sign. Maybe at the corner it would subside. Wind was worse than cold. Her eyelashes were icing, plastered to her face; her glasses had fogged, though she was careful to blow straight out. But Freya enjoyed collecting her P-mail, delivered since the plow’s last trip, and making her own deposits. “Not there, Freya! Of all places!” Belle yelled as the dog picked the one open driveway in half a mile; Richard Earhart must have spent a heavy two hours snowblowing with an underpowered city style machine. Back and forth eternally with that narrow twenty-four inch swath. He didn’t need this extra ignominy. Belle searched for a broken branch in order to perform her dip and flip manoeuvre, resolving to buy a cheap hockey stick next trip to Canadian Tire. Then ticking off the cottages in her mind as she passed, she was glad to see the unmarked, protective expanses of deep snow. It was unlikely anyone would haul off anything substantial, but absentee owners feared vandalism far more than the loss of an odd television or VCR. Insurance companies insisted someone check a vacant house regularly. A number of restaurant gift certificates had come Belle’s way in recompense. Caroline’s place looked safe and tight, only a fox track down the driveway. Her generous retired neighbour had pressed upon Belle the remains of her liquor supply, her satellite decoder and a stylish but impractical fox fur hat. The blessed woman was probably driving over that golden bridge across Tampa Bay in quest of a plate of crispy grouper!


  A sudden rush, and Carlo sailed by in a roar with yet another Mustang, a ’65 original, grey primer paint, no bumpers, its rear windows tinted; he was leaning towards her and blowing kisses. Belle had to laugh at his cheek. At the top of the second hill, she spied snowshoe tracks rambling invitingly into the bush. Anni Jacobs’ web of paths. All four seasons the old widow led her dogs on daily forages, a boneheaded golden lab and a hyperactive beagle, who made Belle smug about the superiority of shepherds. Some paths had originated from logging roads fifty years earlier, an illegal horse-drawn operation of Ed’s Uncle Louis. Lazy, hazy days when an entrepreneur could rob the bush unhindered by laws.


  After a hundred feet, another trail appeared, perhaps looping back onto the major route or leading to the top of the bluff. Freya was already energized by her neighbours’ traces. Belle tested the surface with her cumbersome boots and found the middle of the doublewide snowshoe path firm enough. The trail pointed up, twisting under thick spruce and between birches. Breaking twigs was not Anni’s ecological style. Breathing heavily, but warming as she went, Belle ducked under larger branches and bent stubborn alders, which snapped back in her face. Her heavy mitts were becoming oppressive, so she stuffed them into her pockets, welcoming the cooling evaporation on her hands.


  The farther she climbed, the more her admiration for the old woman grew. Surely she must be pushing 70. How many hours and days and years had she devoted to these highways? They were so fresh and numerous that the old woman must come out every day, one foot rounding the other in the hip-swinging snowshoe dance. Belle’s heart was racing as she paused, and Freya dug her nose into a bush, sneezing at the powdery snow. Here the dogs had angled off to smell up a squirrel, to scare a few feathers off a fleet partridge, or to lay masculine claim to a familiar gummy pine.


  An hour later, twining around the mountain, she emerged at the top, a balding outlook which presented the lake like a sparkling Christmas platter. Many miles out, a few toy figures on sleds scooted across, and a truck had heavy going pulling a large hut over the softening ice. The day had warmed at last. Taking large gulps of air into her lungs, which no longer pricked her nostrils or choked her, she gave a loud hallooo. Freya barked, and down at the lakeside, hidden by trees, Anni’s dogs answered, the deep lab duelling with the bugling beagle. Remembering the jerky, Belle fingered out a piece and presented it to Freya, tasting a chunk herself. Peppery and tender, it bore little relation to the prohibitively expensive store-bought cardboard. Then with an eye to this new kingdom, she noticed striations of moose antler marks on the smaller maples where the tormented creatures often rubbed the velvet to soothe their pain. In the summer, red froth pinked the papery white birches six feet up. Touching her stinging temple where an alder had switched her face, she wiped her own fresh blood and joined it to the birch. Name it, name it Moose Mountain, something told her.


  Why not make some trails of her own? Belle knew every mushroom, lichen and birch gall on the paths nearest her house, the trails that Ed and his son-in-law tamped with their snow machines in winter and their quads in summer. With the clear vista through the woods and the security of a snowshoe track, she could link the trails by a key blaze or landmark, then follow before spring rains wakened the bugs and unfurled the concealing leaves. For the first time since the Great Freeze, she felt connected to the world, clicking on all cylinders. Best of all, she had forgotten for a moment that Jim Burian lay frozen in a quiet crypt waiting for a grave under blossoms he would never touch.


  Fresh paths for the brain, she thought, breathing evenly and slowly. Explore the magic trinity of criminology unchanged since the death of Abel: motive, opportunity, means. Backward, work backward, oh time in thy flight. Means in the bush equalled a snowmobile, and if she guessed right, a second machine with reverse. It must have been very difficult and time-consuming to back up that far without a slip. Opportunity? Brooks, of course, originally the number one suspect, but no more. Cott Lake must have been a set-up. Why would Brooks lie about a particular lake after admitting the transfers? And speaking of opportunity, there was the nagging question of where Jim had eaten that fish and vegetables Monroe had found stuck in his teeth. If that had been his last meal at his cabin, there was no trace of it there, only the noodle packet. On his way home, he hadn’t eaten dinner in the middle of nowhere.


  Finally, motive. There the problem stuck as it had from the beginning, fast-closed into the ice. Jim Burian had done no apparent wrong, had made no apparent enemies, but “apparent” was a word with deceptive nuances. As for that, pursue another tautology: greed, love and revenge. Greed for gold, the luminous drop, the scam that Tom had described. Another Lost Deutchman Mine? Old Bonanza?


  Then love, the lingering romantic, a love so quiet it was never admitted. Eva had been at Shield at the same time as Jim. Was she the girl he’d discussed with the chaplain? What had happened between them to cause her breakdown? Jim was incapable of harming anyone.


  Behind love, the invisible grumbler in the dark. Revenge. But how could revenge enter into this scenario? The puzzle had assumed the convolutions of a pile of pick-up sticks. There was one last place where she might find enlightenment.


  Belle steamed home, challenging the dog to keep up, and gathered her snowmobile gear. It had been an unusual violation of bush courtesy for Franz not to have invited her to his camp that day at Cott, when they were practically on the doorstep. Yet he was always so polite and proper. What was it he hadn’t wanted her to see? Her microwave clock read eleven, and he had mentioned long lab periods on Wednesdays.


  In spite of a minefield of wet spots and water channeling at the shore, Wapiti was safe enough. The ice was still a foot thick. The smaller lakes would be another story, especially as the sun warmed, so she would opt for the slower trail route to Cott instead of the fast trip through five lakes. Belle hauled two-by-eights from her scrap pile to bridge the crack at the shore and eased the Bravo onto the ice. A larger machine would have powered across without supports.


  The ride across Wapiti took longer this time, since Belle detoured around several acres of slush fields at the half-way point. One machine, buried up to the seat, had given its owner a long walk home. At the top of the Dunes, she stopped and glanced over at the island. No Jimmy, just as she had hoped. As she drove, she planned every step. A quick turnaround after a search of the cabin and maybe a stop with the Burians at Mamaguchi. Her spirits sank as she passed the turn to see no smoke from the lodge and no fresh tracks. Just in case something went wrong, a friend at that relay point would have been a bonus.


  On the slow and winding hills of the overland route, Belle saw very little outside her mind’s theatre, as she concentrated on the task ahead. Finally, she located the last turn to the camp. From the condition of the trail, it had been perhaps a week since Franz had visited. Belle made a tour around the outbuildings. Between a toolshed and a small sauna rose an oddly shaped mound of snow. Strange woodpile. She swept off the tarp and lifted a corner to reveal a pile of mottled rocks. After being washed off in the snow, the piece she chose was heavy with gold streaks.


  Wasting no time, with a screwdriver from her tool kit, Belle forced the hasps which fixed the padlock to the cabin door, stopping in amazement. Franz’s camp was the polar opposite of Jim’s simple retreat. In the main room sat an expensive Swedish red enamel stove, more beautiful than practical with its stack of baby logs and pine splits. The decorative Nordic heater couldn’t handle larger pieces and would have to be stoked often. A pillowy calico couch and wicker chairs added comfort, Coleman lanterns hung from the ceiling and chests of drawers lined one wall. A curtained pantry and kitchen nook were stocked with the usual imperishable foodstuffs as well as a double-burnered propane cookstove. On the wall beside the curtain hung a magnificent hunting rifle with a precision Zeiss scope that could drill Bambi’s eyes at three hundred yards. The single bedroom contained a mate’s bed with down comforter, another lamp, shelves of books, and in a prominent spot, like an icon, a print of Degas’ ballerinas, double-matted with v-grooves and an ornate Victorian frame. From what Belle knew of local costs, it was pricey. An oddly feminine touch. Then she noticed that the dancer could well be Eva’s double, protected forever from the tumults of maturity.


  In a workshop dusty with crushed ore and tools, Belle lifted another quartzite sample and traced the thick vein with her fingertips. A propane torch lay on a wooden workbench beside picks and chippers. Following a gleam on the floor, Belle knelt to gather a bit of molten metal that had worked into a knothole, small sister to Jim’s drop. A birchbark basket on a high shelf contained a chamois bag of the fabled buttons. Even at two or three ounces each, a slim reward for such painstaking work. Franz had been a busy and patient man to finance his sister’s hospital stay with this laborious process. How far was Bonanza from the cabin? The topo read two to three miles, yet where else would this heavy ore have come from in a place where snowmobiles or small quads were the only transportation? And how many well-timed and cautious trips had been made to run his cottage industry? She filled her hands with the buttons, warm, sensual, atavistic delights. Gadz, she was turning into Zasu Pitts, she laughed nervously. Soon she would be rolling in them on the bed. In her absorption, she didn’t hear the door open, or the footsteps enter.


  TWENTY


  In the frosty silence of the room, a gravelled throat cleared. “Belle. I didn’t want it to be you.” She wheeled and stumbled, letting the buttons roll on the wooden floor, the elation from her discovery giving way to a palpable fear. “No classes today, a bad cold and laryngitis. Mother had gone to town, and I couldn’t focus on my research, just sat looking out the window. You drove by my island so fast, so unlike you, this haste. A clear purpose in mind. Perhaps that drop told you its golden story. I trailed you, hoping that you might be heading to the Burians’ lodge or to Jim’s camp. I walked the last hundred yards. The cedars hold secrets well.” His red and rheumy eyes fell softly on the buttons. “Lovely, aren’t they?”


  Belle would have felt more confident if she hadn’t seen the large pistol in his right hand. “Luger,” he said, a catch to his voice. “My father’s. Canada is not a land of handguns. A classic example of German design, form and function. And it never failed him in the war. I have always kept it oiled and clean out of the same reverence for workmanship.” He brushed its muzzle with his lips, then motioned her to a wicker chair in the main room.


  “Why did you kill Jim?” Belle asked, dropping onto the hard cushion.


  “Not even a guess? You have enough of the pieces concerning my sister. That receipt which disappeared from my office.”


  “That was an accident. I picked it up with my books.”


  He coughed as he waved off her confession. “Of no concern now. You traced the hospital, of course.”


  “What happened to Eva?”


  “Why do I have a feeling that you already know? Still, if you insist on playing the innocent. It’s an old story. She became pregnant and in the fourth month had a miscarriage. There is some question in my mind that it was not an accident, that she used my mother’s herbs. Tansy, for example, is a historical abortifacient. Even the common yew. Whatever the cause, it was traumatic. Eva is a gentle spirit, wished from childhood so much to please, but guilt overcame her small soul. After the pain was over...” He sat down heavily in the other chair. “It flows through in my nightmares in a red tide, all her precious blood. She became catatonic, you see. That beautiful, intelligent girl couldn’t even communicate her basic needs. All she did was sing one of Mother’s old lullabies and rock herself. When she wasn’t sleeping for most of the day.” His voice broke.


  “Why didn’t you get her treated here? Or in Toronto? Why all the trouble and expense of going to the States?”


  “Do you know the number of psychiatrists in the North? When she fell ill, Sudbury was down to three practices. She would have been lucky to be a faceless number in a weekly group therapy session with a dozen other needy souls. Do not be naïve about a two-tier medical system. It’s here already for those who can afford it. And I can. I bought the best doctors and the latest techniques. With our prayers she’ll be home soon.”


  “Home to what, Franz? To find her brother a murderer? And are you implying that Jim was the father? That’s absurd!”


  He forced an ironic laugh. “Perhaps an improvement on his more bitter fate. Let me explain. Eva was a delicate child, asthmatic, sheltered. She attended a convent school in Ville Marie for most of her education. Even when she came home for the summer, isolated as we are on the island, social activities were few, not that she cared to make friends. Mother became concerned and sought to break into that solitude by enrolling her at Shield.”


  “And Jim?” It occurred to her that Franz was moving all too circuitously, using his consummate logic to avoid the truth. Belle was piecing the story together herself, much too fast and much too late.


  “Jim was the first friend she found, and she became instantly infatuated. He was scarcely her equal, for all his country knowledge. And that scarred face.” Belle narrowed her eyes and felt a dull rage rise in her heart as he continued without apparently noticing. “From spending most of her life immersed in novels, knowing nothing of the realities of life, Eva took matters of the heart seriously. She was an inveterate romantic like our sensitive young Werther. A first terrible love, an equally terrible rejection. Yes, she tried every sad ploy her old-fashioned books advised, poetry, flowers, invitations. I saw them and wept inside, tried to tell her the lessons we all learn, that there will always be another love. When he didn’t respond, even avoided her, she went into a serious depression. Why didn’t he see how fragile she was?”


  “I’m not following you, Franz.”


  He was shaking, crying without tears. “She was a sister, a child, all things to me. I tried to comfort her, one night when Mother was away...”


  “And then?” Belle saw the danger of pressing him too far.


  He shuddered, his face pale and clammy, drained by pain. “A scandal would have killed my mother. Eva was her little saint. You saw that shrine. My mother believes the father was Jim, and I have left it that way for all our sakes. It is a shame which will not happen again.”


  “And the gold?”


  He nodded and slumped his shoulders, letting the gun fall into his lap. “For twenty years, my father had been searching the Bonanza third shaft, hidden in the woods, protected so handily by poison ivy. After he retired, he became obsessed with locating the vein. He told me where he thought the gold might be, but before he found it, he died of a stroke. I continued his work in a desultory fashion, more as a pastime, always careful to brace the timbers and wear a mask in case of fumes from the rotting wood. And about three years ago, after that small earthquake in Quebec, a rock shift here revealed the vein like a timely miracle. I spend the winter refining what I have found in summer. No tracks that way. The vein is almost mined out, but the gold has saved my sister.”


  Belle remembered the earthquake. Centred near Chicoutimi, it had struck with evil happenstance the day after her foundation had been laid. “Now I see why you fought the park. Less chance of being observed.”


  He bristled as if insulted. “Not at all! Why would I have wanted this land despoiled by such a commercial operation? All of my efforts have been based on a sincere and rational opposition. When Eva comes home soon, I will leave the rest of the metal to heaven where it belongs.”


  “Perhaps you should have left the whole situation to heaven. You’ve told me your twisted reasons for killing Jim. But why wait so long? Eva’s been away for over a year.”


  “Quite so. After his insensitivity had plunged her into a depression, I let him pursue his common life, allowed him the courtesy of a second chance. Yet he kept intruding like a self-appointed nemesis, bringing me his data on the park, eager as a puppy. And when I got back that day from fishing, there he was, propped here by the stove with a book. Hadn’t wanted to take a chance with the storm and the cold or flu, whatever it was. He’d been bored and looked in my workroom for something to read. Once or twice he’d stopped by and knew I kept some technical works there.”


  “Did he recognize the value of the ore?”


  “I told him that it was only pyrite samples. Jim was a forester; rocks held no great interest for him. He pretended to believe me, but I couldn’t take the chance that he didn’t. He was honest, if he was anything. Still, it was his fault that I needed it for Eva. Why would I let him destroy our family again?”


  “And the drop?”


  “Squirrelled it away. I say that proves his intentions. Why else take it?”


  “How did you get him to that lake?”


  He massaged the bridge between his eyes as if easing a headache. “Not very cleverly, even for me. He stayed for dinner while the storm lifted. And even with a fever, his appetite was sharp enough for my lake trout and a salad.” He paused and turned his eyes to the wall.


  “A salad? Out here?” Belle asked in confusion.


  “My mother’s herbal studies have many uses. In winter, however, our choices are limited. What would I have on hand at the camp? To shredded carrots and cabbage, I added some sprouts, potato sprouts, chopped up, innocuous in appearance. The deadly nightshade family, and the beauty of it all, with no apparent taste. It’s so common you wonder why children don’t poison themselves.”


  A wave of nausea forced bile to her throat, and Belle struggled to control her voice. “My God. And then?”


  Franz related the details with the clinical detachment she had come to expect. “After about half an hour, Jim developed a headache, then vomiting, abdominal pain, finally stupor. I don’t think the nightshade would have killed him, a man in such good health, but the question quickly became academic. Around midnight I convinced him to try to reach his parents’ lodge and use their radio phone to call the air ambulance. Except for a bit of wind, the storm was over, and the lodge was only half an hour away.”


  “But you didn’t go there.”


  “Of course not. I rode behind him on his Ovation, holding him close, barely able to tow my larger sled. I had to stop several times to cool the engine.” Sweat trickled down his forehead as he wiped at his face and coughed thick mucus into a handkerchief. “Jim was barely conscious, unable to notice the route, so it was easy to take a turn to that little swamp lake. I know the territory well; ice is always thin there with a spring running all winter. I stopped at the shore and disconnected my machine. When I got on again, I gunned the throttle and we went out a good distance before breaking through. My flotation suit let me swim back to shore, and minutes later I was at my cabin. I didn’t need to watch him go down. The final act, clumsy though it was, was over at last.”


  “And you reversed to cloud the tracks, counting on the blowing snow for cover, in case anyone might have noticed the discrepancy of the wide set over the narrow.”


  He nodded. “You were the only one who suspected. And what was there to find? Without that damn drop, you never would have put the whole story together.” The corner of his mouth rose enigmatically. “Dead men do tell tales after all.”


  “Melanie never believed in the accident.”


  “True, but she didn’t connect me to it either.” He closed his eyes. “She’s so rare. She has Eva’s sensitivity, but an incredible strength. I don’t know how that callow puppy deserved them both.” Then he stood up suddenly, shook himself as if to slough off fatigue, and pulled a length of rope from a hook on the wall. “I tried so many times to distract you, Belle, but you persisted, just like Jim.”


  “So the cocaine was planted.”


  “Purchased on one of my trips to New York. Then a flight from one of the tourist outfits. I paid extra to set down on Cott.”


  “And my chimney?”


  “Whoever engineered the initial break-in, Brooks if you were right, made a helpful suspect. How could I know you would turn off your smoke alarm? I thought merely to divert you until you tired of your investigation.” He bent over. “Put your arms behind your back, please, and don’t make this painful for yourself. I would rather not act violently.” Breathing heavily through his mouth and giving an occasional sniff, he pressed the gun to her temple with one hand while the other looped the rope around her wrists and then her ankles. “The arrangements are simple. You are going to have a serious accident in the deep shaft I no longer use. You go down, and your machine follows. There is plenty of rubble for camouflage. I doubt if you will ever be found unless by an anthropologist of the 22nd century. A predicted wet snow will cover the new trail, long before anyone will start searching.”


  As the realities of his plans unfolded themselves, Belle suppressed an urge to scream. “Jesus, you’re going to throw me down a mineshaft! And you call yourself non-violent?”


  He looked offended. “I am no friend to pain or the indignities of force. Carbon monoxide from my engine can be hosed into the sauna. A quiet and relatively quick door from the world that some people actually choose. Out of caution, I don’t want to inflict obvious damage.”


  “Another murder, Franz? Where will it take you?”


  “Let me give you a familiar and telling philosophy: ‘I am in blood stepp’d in so far that, should I wade no more, returning were as tedious as go o’er.’ To put it in the simplest terms, my obligation to my family outweighs my feelings for you.”


  Out of some Saturday night sitcom formula, Belle tried to keep him talking, as if the DesRosiers, Steve and the entire Musical Ride of Mounties might soon crash through the door with a flourish of trumpets to rescue her. “Congratulations on your Shakespeare. Is this where you tell me that it’s nothing personal?”


  “But it isn’t, you know. My compliments to your successful investigation, despite its cost to us both. I wish I could have been a better Ritter.” He tugged on the bonds to secure them and brushed her face with a gentle hand. Then he opened the door and called. “Blondi. Hier.” Some scrabbling from the porch and the dog padded inside, responding to his signals by resting at Belle’s feet. He took off the sunglasses. “Don’t worry about Freya. I shall call at your business and express loud concern about a broken lunch engagement. Your machine and riding clothes will be gone from your home; any of fifty stretches of open water could have claimed you. The way the melt is coming, searchers will have to wait until your body surfaces, which it won’t. It is ironic that you will be perceived as a victim of your most sensible gene pool theory.” He lifted a pair of snowshoes from the wall and swung the door open. A minute later, a motor faded into the distance.


  TWENTY-ONE


  Belle’s temples began to pound like pumped-up bass speakers on a cheap stereo. Her breath puffed out little clouds, but despite the chill, rivulets of sweat poured down her back; Blondi sat alertly, trusting to her master’s commands, docile so far, but if alarmed? Belle raked, combed and curried her German vocabulary, doubting that the dog was bilingual. Franz and his mother kept their language alive at home. Then she felt like giving her head a smart rap, had her hands been free. So what if the dog were friendly. Would Blondi untie her bonds?


  Belle shifted uncomfortably with her aching hands lashed behind her and her feet rapidly becoming numb blocks. She eyed the painted sides of the venerable old chair. As cottagers well knew, wicker grew brittle over the years, especially in unheated storage. She manipulated and pulled methodically until a twig loosened and her wrist mobility improved. Yet though she tested the hold and ground her teeth until they screamed, no way could she free her hands from the rope or the rope from the wicker. Even if she fell over, could she inchworm out the door and home twenty miles? But concentrate on the improbable, use some of Franz’s famous ingenuity. What does it have in its pockets? Paperclip? Nailfile? Lighter? Five-pound Swiss army knife? She’d dropped the screwdriver at the door. Not one tool, nothing but the jerky, still zipped into her arm pocket.


  Blondi bared her teeth during Belle’s grunts and twists, but with luck this expression signalled nervousness rather than ferocity, the dopey canine smile she had seen on Rusty. Dogs had an amazing ability for precise nibbling with those small front teeth, as legions of fleas had learned too late. Freya had even worried a bumblebee, peeling back her lips with instinctive precaution. Blondi might be induced to nibble at the bonds if the jerky made them tasty, and she got encouragement.


  After some painful gyrations, Belle unzipped the pocket enough to finger out a piece of the dried meat, turned greasy by body heat. She smeared it clumsily on her bonds, snaking it into the cracks of the old rope. The dog watched intelligently, ears pricked for her master’s familiar motor. Then one paw quivered, and her nose wiggled.


  “Here, Blondi.” The dog rose cautiously. Good choice, the same in both languages, Belle recalled. Now to coax her to eat. Thank Teutonic gods that Dr. Scheib had drummed the distinction between “essen” and “fressen” into her callow freshman brain, one for humans and the other for animals. She gave a firm command: “Friss doch!” No response. Then Belle tried a lesson in pet psychology. Would the proper Marta speak rudely to her pet? “Sorry, girl. You’re a person, aren’t you? Let’s see, now.” She searched for a more casual, suppertime syntax for a moment, then commanded: “Guten Appetit, Blondi.” Magic! The dog came to rapt attention in front of her, apparently puzzled at the absence of a dinner bowl.


  Belle moved her head and eyes in her only sign language, hoping that Blondi retained enough vision to interpret the vague signals. Working dogs were trained to react to the slightest movements, border collies ushering their mindless flocks through complicated sets of gates at a wave of their master’s hand. Finally Blondi got the idea, circled the chair and smelled the ropes. “Guter Hund!” Belle encouraged her.


  Doggy interest was confirmed when copious drool lathered Belle’s hands. Finally the animal made a tentative nibble, as if to test reaction. Belle crooned her approval and minutes snailed by. A strand snapped, another, and finally the rope dropped to the floor. Not a tooth had touched skin. While the dog licked her lips and cocked her head, Belle untied her feet, rubbing her ankles and wrists before standing stiffly. For an electric second she thought she heard a motor and froze. But it was only an airplane, likely the four o’clock flight to Toronto.


  “Thanks, girl. You never wanted this.” She scratched Blondi’s ears and rewarded her with the rest of the jerky as a tail switched energetically, knocking pillows from the sofa. She was more of a protector than an aggressor, trained to defend the island, not attack a friend of the family. Belle prowled the room in a controlled panic, grabbing first at the rifle, Franz’s weapon of choice. “Hostie!” Just like a law-abiding Canadian to have locked the ammunition firmly into the cabinet. Her mind stuttered through a low blood sugar fog spiked by adrenalin jolts. A hatchet near the woodpile gave her the notion of smashing the rifle, but Franz still had his pistol and perhaps another long-range weapon on the property. The logistics of her Bravo vs. his Grand Touring racer, the unequivocal equation of speed plus miles, guaranteed that he would catch her well before Wapiti. Suddenly a sharp “awk awk” sounded from the roof. “Raven!” Belle said. “Trickster. Help me. What would you do?” A fluttery shadow passed the window. Not an animal itself, but the idea of an animal. The idea of a gun. A gun in appearance only. She fumbled for a splinter of wood to tamp in unseen. Nothing but kindling, and no time to whittle. Then she remembered the gold buttons in the workroom. Soft, malleable. A match to the propane torch; then she rolled a soft cylinder and jammed it up the barrel with a pencil. From jerky to jamming, finished in under ten minutes, her watch read.


  Belle left the cabin on the run, flexing her wrists, the angry red welts tingling in the cold. The Bravo sat untouched, key in the ignition. Luckily the route to Bonanza headed right, not back to Wapiti, or she would be driving toward him. Since Franz had said that he didn’t normally visit the mine in winter, it made sense that he would be tamping down a path with the snowshoes to facilitate the trip with her body on the toboggan. I’m not a body, not yet, she mumbled through clenched teeth. Suddenly an image she had wanted to forget pushed into her mind, the still, gray form borne away in silence, Meg’s scarf for a winding sheet.


  Bonanza couldn’t be more than fifteen minutes by machine. That might give her a conservative hour, including the time already spent in getting free. Her only prayer was to drive hellbent towards civilization and hope to meet a fishing party. Which trail to take at the major fork, the five lakes or the safe way she had come? She opted for the lakes, risky but faster: Merrill, Damson, Warren, Basil and Marion. That Franz would take the wrong trail would be a foolish assumption. He had too much bush sense not to identify the most recent path.


  Belle wondered grimly what lay ahead; in the several hours that had passed, the new slush might well be impassable. Nor could she power across open water with her small engine. But Franz could probably cruise Lake Erie in June, and on ice he could clip a good 120 km/h to her feeble 80. Luckily the five lakes were her familiar friends, winter and summer. A few were connected by narrows; on the others the trail followed short portages through the woods. No time now to admire the sun glinting off the quartzite cliffs at Merrill, the giant icicles dripping like transparent stalactites, slant-frozen with the winds. Now she had to anticipate every curve, every rock, every gleam to spot slush or open water. And she had to fly, fly on her underpowered little baby. She would be camping with Jim in the eternal wilderness if Franz caught her in his sights on the stretches.


  Belle pushed the Bravo at top speed until her thumb screamed for mercy, her eyes tearing behind the visor as she scanned the first lake. Merrill was about two miles long, narrow and ringed with massive red pines, one cliffside sliced like an eroded layer cake. A few sticks drooped at angles in the ice, makeshift tip-ups, showing that winter folk knew it was heavy with fish. Merrill led directly into Damson, a charming spot with a nineteenth-century trapper’s cabin burned at the point. Canoeists favoured the clearing, which allowed space for tents and the strong point breeze which blew off the bugs.


  Belle exited Damson in minutes and sloped up the portage to Warren. Heedless of the damage to her kidneys, she took the bumps too fast and was thrown off on a wickedly-banked curve with a bad rut. The dead man’s throttle stopped the engine as Belle landed up to her waist in melting snow, floundering like a child in a ball pit. For a moment she couldn’t move in the cumbersome suit and boots. She did an Australian crawl back to the machine, grabbed a dead maple branch, and started digging, hoisting, digging, turning, digging, until she hauled the machine back to the trail after losing precious moments. Last time that had happened, she had wrenched her back muscles so badly that she had had to hibernate in bed for three days. Today her right wrist seemed to have taken the punishment, draining her pain reservoir when she turned the steering or hit a bump on the trail. She hadn’t felt her feet since leaving the camp.


  A cruise down a hill of soft brushing white pines brought her in sight of Warren, the halfway point. Stopping to clear a rotten birch deadfall from the trail, she detected a faint purr from an indistinguishable direction, a deadly kitten prowling behind her? Another flight to Toronto? Not so soon. She caber-tossed the log back across the path. It might slow him, or with luck, might disable the machine. As she streaked down Warren, the sound droned again. She risked a glance back and glimpsed Franz on that beautiful animal, parting the standing water on the ice like Charlton Heston commanding the Red Sea. Luckily she was just entering the landlink into Basil. She ducked a spruce branch and navigated the trail crazily, skirting trees and bumping the occasional rock emerging in the thaw. After Basil, only Marion to go. Five minutes? Ten? Then safety in numbers. Ahead on Wapiti, the lazier folk, bless them, might still be hauling off their huts, while others fished in the open like Ed and Hélène. Her heart did a little dance of hope. Basil was only a mile long, the smallest lake, connecting into Marion by a waist of open water at a perpetual spring, and she was across it in what seemed like seconds.


  The Bravo nicked one of the warning signs which routed riders over land at the spring danger spot to Marion, and Belle heard the fibreglass hood crack smartly. She whispered in quiet desperation over the thrum of the motor: “If you get me back, sweetheart, you’ll get the best tune-up, the most expensive oil change, platinum plugs if they have them, those sliders which I never put on, and OK, OK, even a new track. Trust me!” The trail snaked twenty feet off the lake over a small hill worn to bare grass under the hot sun. Belle braked for control on a sharp turn as the machine chewed turf.


  Back onto Marion, the last lake. Three miles until the final portage to Wapiti. Her vision blurring from tears, the white and green and black of the scenery jerked along like a silent film. Half-way across she stopped to clear her faceshield and glanced around, confused by a profound silence. Franz was fewer than one hundred yards back, braced against his machine, taking careful aim with the rifle. Even if he missed her, he had the rest of the lake to catch up. And with his speed, he would close in, until even the pistol would suffice. Belle aimed for a wet spot, throwing spray up on both sides, her only protection from the powerful sight of the rifle. Then she heard a shot. But was it a shot? So muffled, thundering in all directions. And with the curious geographical acoustics, it echoed again and again as the hills replayed the ugly sound. Belle kept ducking in reflex, amazed to feel no pain, to see no fabric and blood and bone tear away. Then she charged up the trail, spurred by the line from Now, Voyager. “Don’t let’s ask for the moon. We have the stars.”


  The blessed sight of the Dunes set Belle cheering until she fogged the facemask and tossed it onto the ice. In one long heartbeat she sailed onto Wapiti, waving off the flying sand, huddling behind the windscreen to prevent frostbite on her exposed face. When she had ridden the remaining few miles to the familiar escarpment near her camp, she peered back cautiously. No one followed.


  Blasting through the door, she ran through the house to bury her face in Freya’s smelly ruff. “So you are still sulking and didn’t even give me a welcome. This time I don’t care.” With the dog following her around sniffing both Blondi and jerky, Belle grabbed her single-barrelled shotgun from the hall closet and loaded it for bear, or something more dangerous. Only then did she call for help.


  Her binoculars, trained on the lake while she waited, revealed no riders. Steve drove into the yard with Al Morantz, and soon after, an O.P.P. helicopter landed in the yard and took them to Marion Lake in minutes. With its wap-wap-wapping drowning her words, she struggled to describe what had happened. Far below a tiny figure stretched like a broken marionette, the ice sprinkled with pink. With an eye to safety, the nervous pilot set down on a level, sun-drenched blueberry field, the scraggy shrubs poking through the snow.


  They plowed behind Al through the slush at the edge of the lake to reach the body. Steve spoke quietly. “I never met the guy, but murder didn’t seem his style. I mean, a professor? And where were the connections? The accident was textbook, and the drugs angle had us running in other directions.”


  Morantz moved closer and stooped down; for a moment Belle wondered if he were going to turn Franz over. She hoped not. “That barrel you plugged really did a number on him. I’d say a piece of metal cut the main artery. Wonder that he has any blood left. Fast way to go. Couple of minutes, max,” he said, scribbling a few notes.


  “Stop. Please don’t go on.” Belle turned from the scene to study the puffy cumulus clouds moving across the sun, sending shadows onto the lake. Mel was right. Everyone could use a protective aura now and then. “What’s happened to our medical system when someone commits murder to assure his sister of treatment?”


  Steve looked at her in disbelief. “What kind of a crazy spin are you putting on this? It was more than that. He hated Jim, killed him for the feeblest of reasons. And let’s not start analyzing his relationship with his sister.”


  Belle flexed her wrist, shivering as she sipped a cup of coffee from his thermos. “You’re right. And I hate him for taking my friend. It was just so clear that he loved Eva with a passion that nobody could understand.”


  Steve shot her a sceptical look. “So much the better for that. Say, you don’t think the old woman helped, do you?”


  Who would tell Marta about her son, knock on the door of that fairy tale world on the magic island, illusion though it might have been? For such a short time, Belle had enjoyed it too. “One glance will tell you about her bad heart. Franz wouldn’t have risked using her...or telling her. He didn’t need to. Time and chance put him together with Jim the night of the storm.”


  Like Marley’s ghost dressed by Alec Tilley, Dr. Monroe arrived in the next helicopter with two stretcher bearers trotting at his heels. He seemed perturbed that he hadn’t brought boots and was soaking his Mephistos. “Of all people, Miss Palmer,” he announced as he set down his bag and touched a well-manicured finger to his lips. “How curious to find you involved in another death on the ice.”


  “I’m thinking of writing a book,” she said pleasantly. Then she touched Steve’s arm. “We have to get Blondi.”


  TWENTY-TWO


  To the relief of all shovellers and scrapers and frostbitten faces, May trailed forth its leafy lacework at last. Marta had sold the island to a rich Torontonian who owned a chain of video stores and wanted a rustic and private retreat; her plans were to live in an apartment in Kingston to be nearer to Eva until the girl could leave the hospital. News of Franz’s death had slowed her recovery. They might join an uncle with a small farm in the Annapolis Valley. Belle would always remember the grace and dignity in those lost, sweet moments over strudel and coffee.


  Relating these details, Steve lolled on the deck in a dusty lawn chair dragged from the boathouse-cum-garage. He had refused a beer and was nursing a coffee. “Call me a bad Canadian, but I can’t drink beer until July. Anyway, steam keeps the bugs away.” With a benign smile, he urged a blackfly out of his mug. “They pollinate the blueberries.” Belle scratched suspiciously at her arm while he continued. “The department flew me to New York to confirm Franz’s story. I’ve never seen a girl like Eva. Innocence headed for tragedy. Time has stood still for her. She seemed to understand what had happened, even asked questions about whether her brother had suffered, and of course, about Blondi.”


  “I don’t know how she can reconcile with her mother. They’re saint and sinner in each other’s eyes. Yet who else do they have? Franz was so gifted, so courtly. A prince in another time and place,” Belle mused sadly. “If Eva had been stronger, if the blizzard hadn’t delivered Jim to that cabin while Franz was away...”


  “A prince of darkness perhaps. Would you stop defending the man? Don’t act like he was forced to kill. Who knows what Jim made of the gold drop anyway? Probably nothing. That was all self-serving speculation. The good professor intended to dump you down a mine shaft!”


  “Yes, and I saw his beast, Steve, all our beasts. The banality of evil. More tired and desperate than cunning. Driven by doing what he thought best for his sister. And when that was threatened—”


  “Spoken by a woman saved by a hunk of dried meat.”


  She had to laugh. “If you taste it sometime, you’ll know why it worked. But give Blondi credit.” He nodded in approval, and she added, “Something told Blondi that Franz was wrong to order her against me. A good dog resists evil. And maybe she can help her owners find a new life.”


  They watched in companionable silence as two merganser ducks flapped across the waterfront in a mating ritual. “They nest somewhere along my shore, maybe in those heavy firs. I think it’s the same pair every year, but who knows? Anyway, speaking of nests, how’s your chick? Any improvement on the fathering scene?”


  With undisguised delight, Steve rummaged in his Sudbury Wolves jacket for a fat pack of pictures. “Got a few hours?” The snaps covered all the parental bases: daughter waving a piece of toast, bouncing a ball, even splashing in a bubble bath. “Know what? That stupid jerk at the photo store gave me a funny look about that last one. Kiddie porn. It’s getting ridiculous.” In a final picture he actually held Heather, her face a curious mixture of strangeness and resignation.


  “This the shot just before she burst out in tears?” Belle asked.


  “Not quite. But I did what you said with Janet, that PDA.”


  “Pardon me?”


  “What kind of a permissive high school did you go to? Public display of affection. Hand-holding, arm around her shoulders, little kiss now and then. Kid watched me like a baby hawk, but for sure she seems to trust me more. Pictures don’t lie.”


  “Hey, I had a thought. Would Heather like to meet my dog? Could be an icebreaker. They use pets at the nursing home to coax residents out of their shells. I’ll bring her over some night and babysit so you can see a show or go to dinner.” He beamed, clearly elated at the prospect of a private evening with his wife. Belle went inside to fetch a couple of carrot muffins spread with butter and Meg’s gooseberry jam. “I know this is going to be good, and I’ve waited too long.”


  Later that afternoon, Belle found Freya snoozing on the floor of the computer room. “Too chubby to squeeze into your chair, old girl?” she snorted. “Aren’t we all. ‘Menopause Manor’ my sign out front should read. Except that I didn’t give you a chance to have one. Maybe the vet can make arrangements for me. Let’s do some chores. Get the old blood boiling before the buggies drain it off.”


  A week of spectacular Florida weather (23° C!) had melted the snow in all but the deepest woods. Belle had ferried Hannibal and Big Mac in a giant canning pot to their new home at Science North where a two-hundred gallon tank and plenty of admirers awaited them.


  Meanwhile, Sudburians were dancing in the streets, or the equivalent, packing up kids and gear for Victoria Day at the cottage. The sodden ground, festooned with smut and dead leaves, looked as exhausted as everyone else. Time to scratch its back with a rake, her least favourite activity. From far above came familiar squawks. Belle shielded her eyes to scan the sky, watching a tiny vee move closer, keeping time with its vocal metronome. The geese were back, maybe fifty birds aiming due north across Wapiti to their breeding grounds on Hudson Bay.


  Freya dashed hopefully but without success after a squirrel, which had the gall to dart up a cedar and scold mercilessly. The triangular flower garden, many weeks’ labour in cutting railroad ties with a chain saw and driving in spikes with a fifteen-pound mallet, waited for her approval of a small shoot in the fresh earth. A bleeding heart? She gave it a gentle tweak. Something was alive! The expensive fringy parrot tulip and double daffodil bulbs she had planted in October? Or was this the narcissus? A garden diary might be just the ticket for the amnesia of a seven-month winter. Maybe even a wildflower diary like Jim’s. Tomorrow Belle would take the dog to the swollen stream down the road to see if she could spot a marsh marigold.


  Belle relaxed on the deck, trying to remember where she had left her bug dope. She opened the Sudbury Star to check the local news. The fickle gods had approved the damn park after all. It was slated to open next summer, once access roads had been bulldozed and the shelters, washrooms and dumps constructed. Next stop, Disney World North? Was it Victor Hugo who said that not all the armies on earth could stop an idea whose time had come?


  Three o’clock. Belle had almost forgotten. She drove to Rainbow Country, greeting the sun-worshippers as she took the stairs two at a time. Someone was missing. Dapper Billy Kidd, a feature sitting in a lawn chair from May to October between his daily walks. “Where’s Mr. Kidd?” she asked Cherie. Her eyes moistening, the nurse pointed at the name board where a black space remained beside room 210. “I guess you hadn’t heard. He fell last week. Broke his hip. At that age, they don’t last long with a serious injury.”


  Do all you can do, thought Belle, as she wheeled her father to the van, presenting him with a small Canadian flag like the one she carried. In another year he could reclaim his citizenship. “I have a surprise, Father. Somebody famous is coming through the old burg today, and no, it’s not the Queen.” She parked on a hill overlooking the hastily refurbished arena, trundling the old man out of the car to a vantage spot behind a chain link fence. He crinkled up his face in mild irritation. “Who the hell are you talking about? I have to go to the bathroom!”


  “There he is!” she said as a trim figure walked over a decorative drawbridge leading to a commemorative plate glinting in the sun. His retinue mumbled into their radios and surveyed the underbrush for terrorists poking out of the poplars. “The Prime Minister!” Belle announced. And they waved their little flags and cheered. It was a glorious day.


  HÉLÈNE’S HERKY JERKY


  1. Combine:


  2/3 cup Worcestershire sauce


  2/3 cup soy sauce


  1 teaspoon black pepper


  1 teaspoon garlic powder


  1 teaspoon onion powder


  2 tablespoons green jalapeno sauce


  1 teaspoon red pepper flakes (optional)


  2. Slice 3 lbs. beef (top round) or moose meat into 1/4 inch-thick strips. The thinner, the better. Frozen meat cuts more easily.


  3. Marinate meat overnight in fridge.


  4. Place drained meat strips on oven rack. For extra heat, sprinkle with one teaspoon of hot red pepper flakes. If you don’t have an auto-clean function, put down plenty of aluminum foil. Cook 6 to 8 hours at 150°F, removing smaller pieces first. They get crisper the longer they bake.


  5. Store finished jerky in air-tight plastic bags or similar container.


  
    
      
    
  


  Blackflies are Murder


  PROLOGUE


  The small room was quiet, a glass prism in the window shooting rainbows onto the simple pine floor. On the wall, a picture of a smiling, round-faced man beamed approval. Below him a cot with a rough grey blanket, a young boy hunched beside it. He was worrying a hole in the arm of his sweater, passing his fingers in and out, unravelling the wool. “Don’t do that,” the voice said, well-modulated, comforting at other times, in other places. “Stand straight. What do I teach you?”


  A sniffle, nose swiped with a sleeve. “Never mind. Come closer.” Outside, far away, a bell tolled. “Had we but world enough...”


  A small sob. Then a shudder, quickly mastered. A straightening of limbs and clothing, and a sigh. Out of a pocket came a flash of silver. “Do you know what this is?”


  “A whistle?”


  “Clever lad. But a special toy for our new game. When I blow it twice before supper, you are to come here. Immediately.” Steel arrows nailed the boy’s eyes as he backed away. “Do you understand?”


  In the palpable silence, the hole grew larger, more ragged, like a scream for help.


  ONE


  Who cares if they pollinate the blueberries?” Belle Palmer mumbled to herself as she raked at the bloody crusts behind her ears. You could eat only so much pie. Damn blackflies. Would some genius ever invent repellent that wasn’t an oily, sticky solvent for plastic? Cheer up, they’ll be gone in a month, ushering in mosquitos, cluster flies, horse flies, moose flies, deer flies and pernicious no-seeums, which require a tent screen finer than silk. Welcome to Northern Ontario, where bugs are an equal opportunity employer: O positive is as full-bodied as A or B.


  Belle usually avoided the woods until the hotter weather switched off the worst biters, but her German shepherd Freya was eager for a trek. The dog brought up the rear, browsing every ten feet for an educated sniff at her p-mail. Was it like reading a book? Tracing Braille? Red squirrels, the stunted northern variety, chittered teasingly from the cedars; foxes had scheduled night manoeuvers, littering the path with grouse feathers; and under the bracken, a rabbit hopped to safety, newly metamorphosed from white to brown in seasonal camouflage. Under the arms of a massive yellow birch, Belle spied a tiny, freeze-dried wintergreen fruit, popped it into her mouth and enjoyed a teaberry gum moment. She realized that she had stopped singing, a strategic mistake in bruin territory, especially when they were foraging frantically for tender grass, grubs, and roots before the berries arrived.


  Suddenly her third-class human nose wrinkled. What a stink! Yet not cloyingly sweet like carrion. Rancid, sharp, even burnt. The dog had picked it up and veered off past hills of white trilliums and delicate ferns, leading her deep into the bush to a scene from an absurdist movie. Tied into the brushy alders were a dozen doughnuts—grape jelly, under examination—and stale. A lemon pie, ravaged by joyous ants, rested on top of a table rock. Miss Havisham’s wedding feast? Moving toward a glittery hanging object, Belle skidded to her knees, breaking her fall against a rotten log shining in the sun. Soaked with used fry oil, a generous gallon. The glitter came from a cheap plastic timer set with fishing line, Salvador Dali’s surrealistic contribution. No salt lick this, no appleyard for moose or deer, but an ursine smorgasbord. In its big-city wisdom, the Ontario government had cancelled the spring bear hunt. Someone was poaching.


  Belle narrowed her eyes in disgust and rubbed her hands on the grass with dubious success at removing the tacky mess. The hunt itself posed no problem. Ontario had 75,000 of the critters, and rising. If a bowhunter or stalker offered fair odds, let them fill a freezer. Bear meat could be delicious in stews and savory sausages. It was the baiting that bothered her, ticket to the fifth circle of hell if she’d been devising poetic punishments for the afterlife. Rich Americans from Michigan, New York and Ohio tooled Lincoln Town Cars up to the distant lodges north of Sudbury and waved ever-inflating dollars. The scenario was simple. Set out tempting pastries, garbage or even rotten meat, then climb into a tree perch, rough boards or fancy metal frames out of the Cabela outfitter’s catalogue. Despite the morning frost, a pleasant wait with a few sandwiches, munchies, renowned Canuck beer or a mickey of rye, and presto, Bruno with insouciant pie face became an instant rug.


  There was another motive more sinister than trophies—the burgeoning demand for ancient Chinese medicines based on animal parts, especially in Vancouver, where Hong Kong barons were enlarging their power base. Squeaky clean Canada’s shameful cousin to the rhino horn or ivory trade. And now that the loonie dollar coin had a new bimetal big brother (the twoonie, toonie, tunie?) featuring a polar bear, all the more ironic.


  “Let’s get out of this reek. I don’t want to become a statistic.” Bear attacks were very unusual, but recently a female jogger in Quebec had suffered a fatal bite on the neck. Freya was, in sad fact, an insurance policy.


  As Belle returned to the trail, she saw a familiar figure approaching, yelping beagle and loopy golden retriever heralding the procession. It was Anni Jacobs, who had cut and tramped these webs of peaty paths. A slight but vigorous widow nearly seventy, she forged out daily to impress herself softly upon the forests. Her unruly dogs earned no respect from Belle, but Anni’s late husband had prized these two for bird hunting, so she was coddling them into ripe old age. The women shared a reverence for the woods, yet respected each other’s privacy, passing a few words on the road at intervals. Childless, Anni devoted her spare time to volunteering at the Canadian Blood Services. Belle thought that she had better relate her discovery, for though the area was Crown land, Anni’s name was on it, so personal and firm were her footsteps.


  Dressed in L.L. Bean’s prime chinos, a light anorak and a green net that covered her face, she greeted Belle as the Beagle barked mindlessly. “Didn’t recognize you at first. Life through a bug hat darkly. Haven’t trampled any of my early mushrooms, have you?” she said in a mock scold, raising the face net and bending to pull at the yellow roots of a clover-leafed plant with a white star flower. “I see our goldthread’s back. Pharmacopoeia of the woods. Aboriginals used the roots for cankers, sore gums and teething.”


  “We have a problem worse than a toothache,” Belle said. “I found a baiting spot not far from that grandfather yellow birch with the lightning scar.”


  “Should have suspected that. I heard gunfire Saturday morning, and more than one strange truck’s passed. It’s ruining the hiking. If I’m not ducking at a shot, I’m looking over my shoulder for bears straying from their territory, attracted to the free lunch.” A black look crossed the healthy old face. “Last week a mother and two cubs were foraging near the swamp. Bears don’t scare me, mind you, but I do want to know where they are. Likely they feel the same. Still singing George M. Cohen songs?”


  “On the same two notes, just like Cagney in Yankee Doodle Dandy.” Belle ran a hand through her short reddish hair, discovering a delta-winged deer fly looking for a home in the greying strands.


  “I thought the spring would be safe now.” Anni bristled like a venerable porcupine at bay, a slight sag to one eye lending an arch expression. “Cubs are learning to feed with their mothers. Fresh from their dens and hungry. God knows enough of them get shot in the fall.”


  “Where the quota is limited to boars, but who checks? Shouldn’t we call the Ministry of Natural Resources?”


  “Overworked and underpaid, the MNR. Don’t-call-us department, if you can get through that phone maze. Press this, press that. And last week in town they tranquillized a mother sixty feet up a tree. Died in the fall and orphaned two cubs.” With her stout oak walking stick she prodded the Beagle’s rump to prevent him from poking his nose into an anthill. “Tell me where you found this hellish site.”


  Frowning at the description, turning over possibilities like coins in her hand, Anni said, “This calls for extreme measures. I don’t suffer fools gladly. Enough is enough.”


  “What are you going to do?”


  With a conspiratorial grin, she ticked off steps on her wrinkled fingers. “One, search and destroy. Rip everything down and bury it. And I’ll give a good, solid burn to that oily log, safe enough before the dry season. Two, any strange vehicle up to mischief gets tires flattened or a spark plug tossed into the brush. They’ll get the message.”


  “Uh,” Belle said, shifting her feet uncomfortably in consideration of the Russell belt knife at Anni’s side, “that could be dangerous. Especially if they figure out who did it.”


  A wry smile teased one corner of the puckered mouth, as innocent as Lillian Gish’s in The Whales of August. “But, my dear, how can they? There are so many cottages. And I have a perfect disguise. The old are as invisible as children. You have to do what is right. And in the end, we’re all bear bait, and nobody gets out of the forest alive. Not even the bears.”


  No arguments there, Belle thought with mingled admiration and uneasiness at the picture of a senior citizen guerrilla. “Please be careful. And keep me posted.” She watched the slender form stride down the trail, a five-foot challenge to osteoarthritis, one tough person, living alone twenty-five kilometres from town. What else to expect from a daughter of Manitoba, a rugged place where men are men and moose take precautions?


  Back down Edgewater Road Belle walked, heeling the dog, alert to the sounds of approaching vehicles muffled by the hills, noticing, as she passed smoking barbecues and laughing children, that life on Lake Wapiti had shifted seasons. The varying sounds of motorboats had returned, a different tenor from the guttural roar of snowmobiles. On April 20th, the last ice floes had drifted out, and until Labour Day, the boats would hold dominion.


  She turned at the Parliament of Owls sign that marked her driveway. Serving as personal totems were Horny, a foot-high brown owl with yellow marble eyes and threatening eyebrows, and Corny, his innocent snowy brother. Ever hopeful, Freya dug up a pebble and dropped it at her feet like a precious gem. Shepherds were notorious stone-swallowers. Probably the bouncing rock resembled some chaseable creature in a Jungian doggie symbol mindset. “Chip your fangs, but remember that you can’t get falsies. This isn’t Toronto,” Belle said, skipping the prize across the gravel and climbing to the deck where ruby-throated hummingbirds back from Gulf Coast condos duelled for a sugar fix from the bright red plastic flowers of the feeder.


  Inside the two-storey cedar house, “Fireworks Polka” by Strauss was playing on the CD player, a lively treat with explosions of gunfire. Belle took a bath, talced up, and chose a T-shirt with a picture of Clayoquot Sound: “Pardon me, thou bleeding piece of earth.” After pouring a glass of tankcar red wine, she opened The Toronto Star. Referendum, wheneverendum, neverendum. Would the Quebec dilemma plague Canada until the rest of the provinces joined the US along with the multi-cultural city of Montreal? Protection of Francophone heritage or just plain blackmail? Humiliated spouse or whining wife? Nervous ethnic and Anglo votes had tipped the last “Leave Canada” results to a narrow 50.6% NO victory, though the shenanigans with balloting resembled the Florida mess. None of this uncertainty was helping the confidence of the nation, interest rates, the stock market and Palmer Realty—her own gagne-pain—bread and butter.


  Mealtime in a rush meant sensible Kraft dinner. Why were people so snobbish about the legendary blue box? Hard to beat the price, the convenience, the taste, or the plenitude, and the stuff was undeniably nourishing. Leftovers fried up into crusty magic. A salad of California red lettuce, artichoke hearts and green peppers rounded out the meal with a vinaigrette of balsamic vinegar and extra-virgin olive oil. Now there was a paradox. The satellite dish on the dock creaked to the American Movie Classic channel and brought Garbo’s growl in Anna Christie: “Gif me a viskey. Ginger ale on the side. And don’ be stingy, baby.” Between noisy bites, Belle mouthed the words along with the young prostitute and smiled on cue at the scene where Marie Dressler (a fellow Canadian from Cobourg), the archetypal barfly, maneuvered her bulldog face and bag-of-toys body, weaving a hand through a hole in her tattered sweater with drunken bemusement. “Know what? You’re me thirty years from now.” Had they really had an affair? The spate of kiss-and-tell books after Garbo’s death at eighty-five had been a gothic horror parade. Handstands after intercourse as a birth control method? Blasphemy. At fifteen, Belle had seen her first glimpse of the enigmatical ice goddess. Now, at forty-five and ten pounds over fighting weight, she was beginning to identify with Marie.


  TWO


  Driving by Anni’s house a few days later, Belle craned her neck to spot the woman’s rusty little Geo, but it was gone. Anni was a woman of her word, no-nonsense, expedient. If she said she was going to demolish the site, she would. Might be a good idea to give her a call soon.


  Belle’s four-by-four van, a compromise between comfort, space and the practical needs of a Northerner, passed along the Airport Road, the puffs of the 1250 foot Superstack in the distance, emblem of the International Nickel Company, aka INCO, the once-dominant employer. Supposedly the friendly giant cleansed the exhaust of 90% of pollutants and was monitored like a preemie, though intermittently it gave a dyspeptic burp that hit the papers. A molten bombshell from space nearly two billion years ago had crowned Sudbury with a thirty-mile ring of ore deposits, a blessing and a curse. The region was finally recovering from the systematic rape of resources that had left a war zone around the Nickel Capital. First, its timbers had been shipped to Chicago after the Great Fire of 1871. Then open pit smelting had destroyed secondary vegetation and leached soil from the hills. No wonder astronauts had come to the blackened moonscape to train. Fortunately the last decades had seen a massive liming and seeding campaign. Acid-tolerant pines and rye grass were covering the scars, and trout, pickerel and pike were biting again as the lakes recovered.


  En route to her office downtown, Belle stopped at the latest addition to their food chain, a bagel shop. She scanned the counter, barely mastering the canine urge to drool. Fifteen kinds, including sourdough, cheese and bacon, and a dubious chocolate chip. A cooler offered cream cheese in tempting flavours: dill, olive, peach and smoked salmon. For less than five dollars, she snatched an assortment.


  Palmer Realty occupied a large mock-Victorian house on a quiet street with mammoth cottonwoods, a fast-growing and resilient tree. Twenty years ago in Toronto, Belle had left a punishing career as an English teacher before a love of literature became an apology, and with only a suitcase and her Compleat Shakespeare, had boarded a bus to join her Uncle Harold in his business. With 160,000 people in the newly amalgamated region, not to mention cottage buyers from the south, all hungering for a spot on one of the ninety lakes, he had established a lucrative and satisfied clientele. Until his death at eighty, he had strolled through the door every morning, unfiltered Camel cigarette in his mouth, red bow tie bobbling over his Adam’s apple. Every now and then she expected him to reappear, quizzing her on every pond, puddle and pool. Anyone with the confidence to wear a bow tie might come back from the dead.


  “Can lattes be far behind?” she asked Miriam MacDonald, rustling the bag. Her mistress of all trades, former itinerant bookkeeper, brushed back a lock of frizzy iron gray hair, surveyed one, smelled it, poked it and finally gave a tentative nibble. “A real bagel like on TV? No more gnawing like a beaver on those frozen hockey pucks from Toronto?” She rummaged through the bag. “And peach cream cheese? Today I work for nothing.” A sigh broke from her lips. “Hell, I do that anyway, and I need a holiday.”


  “Victoria Day’s around the corner. Anything new and exciting?” Belle made a face as she refilled Miriam’s cup and poured herself a coffee. “Don’t you hate that phrase?”


  The fax machine ironed out a message. Miriam yanked it off, eyes widening in comic disbelief. “What’s this? Do we have any waterfront under fifty thousand? Must have lake large enough for a jet boat, year-round road access, modern cottage with septic, boathouse, sauna, dock, all within an hour of town.” She mimed a dealer tossing out cards. “This guy’d get better odds playing the slots at Sudbury Downs.”


  Belle flashed her an encouraging smile. “Everything sells at the right price. What about the Darwin property? Has the old coot come down as we suggested?” The crafty owner had given an imitation pine facelift to the leaning shack, but she suspected lurking problems, a buried heating oil tank for the “septic,” dry rot in the boathouse. Unless the buyer wanted to use the outhouse (Class 5 sanitation system), he’d need a field bed at a cost of perhaps ten thousand. A realtor wore two hats, one for the buyer and one for the seller. It was her job to be optimistic yet realistic, since legal troubles came from hiding information.


  “Hanging tough,” Miriam said, scanning the bulletin board, snatching off a note and tapping her favourite repository of Frenglish slang. “Tabernac on toast!. This call came yesterday as I left. A Mr. Sullivan seemed very interested in that property near you. He noticed the ad in The Sudbury Star. I made you a date. Three sharp.”


  Miriam licked a pencil point and drew dollar signs on the prospectus, passing it over. “Do you think he has the money? He’ll be paying for the acreage more than the small house.”


  Belle didn’t have to open the folder. She had walked to all four corners checking survey stakes. Smack at the end of her road past the schoolbus turnaround. Five glorious acres backing onto Crown land. A boathouse, drive-in shed and 800 square-foot cottage. Oil furnace. Decent siding and insulation. Plow truck and small tractor. Its salient point was privacy, nestled into birch, poplar and maple forest. The property had belonged to Jason Brown. A year ago, the old man had suffered a stroke and been taken to Rainbow Country Nursing Home, where Belle’s father lived. Unable or unwilling to speak, Jason was as communicative as a rutabaga. He had taken good care of his home, but last time she had visited, a piece of siding was blowing off, and the boathouse needed fresh paint.


  At three o’clock precisely, the door opened. Silvery hair brushed to a sheen, a Burberry topcoat over his arm, the man wore a light beige three-piece suit, maroon puff in the pocket, matching striped tie. Very Toronto Bay Street broker, if it hadn’t been for the carefully trimmed white beard. “I’m Charles Sullivan. I’ve come about the Edgewater Road property.”


  Belle introduced herself and presented the file, which he scanned with interest. His hands were immaculately manicured, and a light scent of bay rum reminded her of Uncle Harold.


  “I’ve retired,” he added, “and always dreamed of living on a quiet lake. If there are a few problems to fix, all the better. I’m pretty handy with a hammer and saw, and I like to keep busy.”


  Belle found his courtly manner refreshingly old-fashioned. He listened with an intelligence signalling a profession. Doctor? Lawyer? Clergyman? It seemed presumptuous to ask. Not a patrician eyebrow rose at the price, and when she suggested a visit, he followed her from town in his white Ford Taurus, fresh from a car wash.


  Half an hour later, at the junction of Edgewater Road, Belle signalled for a stop at the assembly of Canada Post mailboxes. After getting out of the van, she called over her shoulder as she opened her pigeonnier. “Believe it or not, we lobbied long and hard for this small privilege. The alternative was to collect our mail in Garson, the little suburb we passed through.” As she sifted the letters, she discovered one for Anni, 1703 instead of her 1903, and placed it on the dashboard.


  With Creedence Clearwater Revival banging out “Down on the Corner,” Belle drove past the swamp where moose crossed the road for a dawn slurp and three deer, a rarer sight, had danced a midnight ballet one moonlit night. Dreaming of her flaming youth over the words “Look at all the happy creatures dancing on the lawn,” she swerved to avoid an oncoming green Escort gobbling more than its share of gravel. Patsy Sommers, one neighbour short on manners. Behind her, Sullivan stayed well to the right. She hoped that the incident wouldn’t discourage him. Nothing like a fender-bender introduction to rural living.


  A mile beyond her house, they passed the school bus turnaround and stopped by a farm-style gate. The property had the bonus of chain-link fencing along its road boundary to foil snowmobilers or people pulling boat trailers looking for lake access, she explained, opening the padlock. “Pretty safe out here,” she said. “Occasionally the snowbirds lose portable temptations like chain saws, shotguns or stereo equipment.”


  They parked in the large lot at the end of the lane, where red osiers sported their umbilical flowers. She pointed out raspberry bushes, the new canes green promise. “These make great jam. Wild ones always taste better than commercial berries. People say Mr. Brown was famous for his wine, too,” she said.


  “Is that so? I used to be a dab hand with that art myself.” He looked up as a small dark red-barked tree with a host of white blossoms showered them like bride and groom. “Pale pink like lemonade, but proofing out at over 20%, especially if aged in old rum barrels.”


  Belle laughed and warmed to his enthusiasm, not to mention her rising hopes for the sale. “Might call it ‘firewater.’ Medicinal purposes only, eh?”


  “Nature knows best.”


  The little house needed a good airing. It was musty, the heavy curtains pulled tight to discourage nosy intruders. Originally a one-room post-and-beam camp, when a foundation had been added, the upstairs had been divided into a living area, bedroom, kitchen and bathroom with shower. Belle opened a window to let in fresh air. A collection of castoffs, the furniture mixed decades like an eclectic museum. Massive Forties overstuffed chairs merged with the drab Fifties nubbly couch in a vomitous colour and the Sixties black and white television. “Silverware and dishes in your choice of patterns,” she said with a laugh as they passed through the kitchen. In the bedroom, they paused to consider a swaybacked mattress on a metal frame. Belle shook her head. “Multiple lumps or a sag that you fight all night seems part of cottage life.” Downstairs, the oil furnace gave the cinder block basement a definite wang, but Sullivan didn’t comment, nodding as she showed him the new jet pump. “The house is well-insulated,” she added. “Pink batts in the crawl space and blown-in fibre in the walls.”


  Was the man interested? He hadn’t spoken more than a “um-hum” since they had come inside. When they returned to the yard, she asked, “Have you lived in the country?”


  He hesitated, then looked at her pleasantly. “Not for years. Ottawa’s been my home.”


  “If you’re used to city life, what I’m getting at is this. Everything looks so benign in the summer. But we get plenty of snow. Eleven feet this year. Not much thawing, either, like the chinooks out west. The road is plowed, better be with the taxes we grouse about, but you’ll have to clear your drive with Brown’s old truck or arrange for a contract. Ed DesRosiers’s very reliable. I use him myself, and often I’m away by seven.”


  He waved his hand in polite dismissal. “The Capital City gets a lion’s share, and I think I’d like plowing. Make technology do the dirty work. It seems productive and relaxing. Enjoy tinkering with cantankerous motors, too.”


  That sounded better. Belle took a deep breath. After expenses, namely Miriam, the six-percent commission would pay for a new refrigerator, maybe a down payment on a van. And it really was a splendid place, much larger and far more private than hers.


  He retrieved a small leather notebook from his coat pocket and jotted notes with a gold Cross pen. “Septic OK? And how about the drinking water? Is there a well?”


  “Whoa! You’re no amateur.” Belle pointed to a grassy knoll. “Field bed’s back there. Natural drainage slope, so you don’t have the worry of a lift chamber. Most of us have our tanks pumped every two years to be on the safe side. A grant’s available, too. And as for the water...” Spread out like a melted Prussian blue crayon was Lake Wapiti, an eight-by-eight mile meteor crater, deeper than the Underworld itself and as frigid as the other place was sizzling. “There’s the best well in the world. Brown has a heated waterline like mine. A bit of colour in spring run-off, but you can get filters at Canadian Tire if you’re squeamish about algae or sediment. Even a reverse-osmosis system is available now. Big bucks, though.”


  What they found next in the large shed made Sullivan clap his hands. “He left all his tools? They’re worth a fortune.” He studied the table saw, chop saw, lathe, router, shop vacuum, grinder and rows of assorted jars of nails and screws neatly affixed to the wall. A pegboard with hooks held graduated series of screwdrivers and wrenches.


  “He’s in a nursing home. The relatives down south took only the bass boat. Cottages are usually sold all-inclusive,” she said as if bestowing a personal gift. “Never know what you’ll find. Maybe five sets of rusty bedsprings. Maybe buried treasure. His nephew told me that Brown had hinted at some secret hideyhole. Family joke, I guess.”


  The central part of the property was cleared, which allowed the breezes to blow off the bugs, with a few well-placed large oaks and maples saved for shade. At one side, flanked by dwarf plum and apple trees, a weedy garden sprouted asparagus feathers and the broad rhubarb leaves of the ubiquitous Canadian staple. “Hurts to see a garden gone to seed,” Belle said. “Before he started going downhill, this used to be the best on the road, especially the tomatoes. Once he even grew a prize-winning pumpkin. Milk-fed, but don’t ask me how.”


  Sullivan knelt stiffly and sifted the soil with his hands. “Fine stuff. Just the right mix of organic material, clay and sand. Must have taken him many years, hauling in the soil.”


  Belle broke off a thumb-thick asparagus spear to munch on. “Don’t tell me you garden, too?”


  Pulling out a plantain weed, he tossed it aside. “Oh, I’m hoping to have time for many hobbies now.”


  Belle led him to the dock, bolstered by a formidable rock wall for ice and wave protection. Far across the water, flanking the North River, the hills leapfrogged each other in layers of teal and black under shadows of scudding clouds. A loon called to its mate, ululating and then diving, only to surface a hundred feet away. “Marvellous swimmers,” he said.


  “Can’t ever guess where they’re going to rise. One thing’s sure, it proves that there are plenty of fish in Wapiti. Are you an angler, Mr. Sullivan?”


  He beamed like an uncle. “Call me Charles. I’m a catch-and-release man, in it for the fight. Will confess something, though. I do eat the perch.”


  Belle bent down and peered into the clear depths. “Perch? Are they worth the trouble? They’re so small and bony.”


  “That’s true. Most folks don’t bother. Consider them trashy, to use their word. Five or six make a pretty good feed, and I don’t mind the cleaning.” He stepped forward and tossed a twig into the water, following its drift with a trained eye. “My Lord, just look at the little devils down there. Wish I had my tackle,” he said, grinning broadly. “Tell you what. I’ll catch a pailful and invite you for dinner.”


  Belle’s heart rang like the drawer of an old-fashioned cash register, and she wondered if dollar signs had snapped into her saucery eyes. “Do you mean that...”


  “That’s right, my dear lady. I like it. I’ll take it. Not even going to insult you and our Mr. Brown by dickering. Not my style.”


  Wondering if he had forgotten the steep price, she tried to cement the bargain. “I know it seems high, but you do have 650 feet frontage. You could split off a lot, sacrifice a little privacy, and realize sixty or seventy thousand at the right time.”


  He closed his eyes, folded hands behind his back and took a deep breath. Belle could smell the clean tang of the water as the wind ruffled their hair. “Why spoil paradise?” he asked.


  It was after six by the time she left Charles surveying his kingdom. “Yesssssss!” Belle said, clenching her fist. Satisfied buyer, satisfied seller. Whether or not Brown ever connected with reality, she had obtained a fair price which might buy him some comforts. As the van rounded a corner, the letter to Anni dropped from the dash onto her lap. Better take it on down. Besides, she wanted an update on the mind games with the hunters. Women, take back the woods!


  The rusty Geo sat in Anni’s driveway like a wounded veteran, a faded Support the Right to Arm Bears sticker on its rear windshield and its muffler dangling an inch from the ground. How the woman kept the beast chugging was a miracle, but money was short for a widow. She lived frugally, her greatest asset the property itself. Parking on the neatly swept gravel, Belle marvelled at the perennial garden surrounding the modest frame house. A pastel rainbow of graduated tulips and hosts of sunny daffodils lent Wordsworthian splendour to the tidy beds. She raised an eyebrow to notice that Anni’s Oriental lilies were already a foot tall. Her own bulbs had become a late spring snack for some discriminating vermin. Around the corner dashed the dogs, yapping and jumping. Belle gave a surreptitious knee to the unruly golden trying to romance her leg. The door opened, and Anni appeared in jeans and a patched corduroy shirt, holding a book and probably wondering about the unusual social call.


  “I have a letter for you. Wrong box again.” Belle passed her the envelope with a Government of Canada return address.


  Anni swept her arm graciously. “Well, then you deserve a reward. Come in and talk over a crone’s tipple. I usually eat later in the summer.”


  The few times Belle had been inside, some new puzzle decorated the wall, this time an eye-crossing Jackson Pollock full of paint blots and streaks. Anni had explained that the concept of “dissected maps” had developed in late eighteenth-century England as a teaching tool. Her husband Cece had started her on the hobby, bringing back specimens from his world travels as a metallurgical engineer. One Japanese wooden puzzle hung vertically without glue, sold with tweezers and magnifying glass to assemble twenty-five pieces per square inch. To add to the museum flavour, purple velvet plants trailed their vines, winding among Boston ferns and an assortment of prickly cacti including an Old Man variety sporting a gray wig. In a brass container in the corner stood Anni’s walking stick and an umbrella. The polished wood floors shone like honey. No traces of dog claws, though, with the mutts likely relegated to the basement at night.


  Belle stopped to inspect a curious landscape peopled by small figures making their way from the Barren Land of Ignorance to the Hill of Science, detoured by the Mansion of Appetite, the Wood of Error and the Fields of Fiction. “Anni, is this new? Give me a room in the Mansion of Appetite.”


  Her friend set her reading glasses aside, pleased at the observation. “A Pilgrim’s Progress variation, circa 1800. Probably no one bothers with that in school anymore, but it’s always been a comfort to me. Couldn’t resist buying the little treasure.”


  “Wouldn’t it be great if life were that simple? Good, evil, black, white. Mind your manners and advance to the next square.”


  Sitting on the chintz sofa, her hands folded as she stared at the envelope, Anni turned pensive. “We never know where some paths may lead us. At any rate, I did the deed,” she said with a grave tone. “All of that abomination is gone.”


  “Did anyone see you?” Belle asked, choosing a rocker.


  “I don’t think so.”


  “So nothing has happened? No phone calls or other dirty work?”


  “For precautions, I left town that night to stay with an old friend in Muskoka for several days. Since I’ve been back, I haven’t heard any shots, or seen anyone who didn’t belong on the road.” Sighing, she rose and went to the credenza, reaching for a cut glass decanter and pouring small glasses of sherry with a shaky hand. Several drops spilled, but Anni didn’t seem to notice.


  “So what’s wrong? They learned their lesson,” Belle said, accepting the drink.


  Anni gestured at a picture of a grinning young man on her mantel. It was her nephew, whom she mentioned occasionally, always with a curious mixture of love and exasperation. “Another wild scheme of Zack’s.”


  “Again? Not another budgie sitting service or balloon delivery from Batman. Or is he opening a chip stand across from McDonald’s? Too bad he missed the pet rock craze. Can you imagine the raw material around here?”


  The Gatling gun humour had misfired. Anni blinked her cinnamon brown eyes, shadowed with concern. “He has an idea for a used book store, compact discs, too. Maybe computer games. It’s true that he’s my only relative and welcome to his legacy. God knows he’s given me a hand with the spring and fall chores and made sure I got good care when I broke my arm last year, but I’m not made of money. Why can’t he find a rich wife or rob a bank?” She managed a weak smile.


  Belle sipped at the sherry, a tiny dose of Bristol Cream, but “cherce” as Spencer Tracy would say of his Kate. “Small businesses are risky,” she said. “Half of the new ones go belly-up every year.”


  “I know. Lack of planning, faulty demographics, too much staff or overhead, heavy competition. And some, like men’s clothing, are extremely perilous.” She realigned a ruby glass paperweight on the coffee table and took a deep breath. “Listen to me lecturing like Zack. Says he’s read enough books and made all the right mistakes to succeed. The infallible logic of the young, bless them. They’ll learn as we did.” Her eyes grew moist as she looked away.


  Belle wondered if he had considered the obvious. “Tell you what’s big in this aging town. Home care. Assistive devices, help with daily chores. Special clothing, too, now there’s a gold mine. Silvert’s comes up from Toronto several times a year to make the rounds of the nursing homes. Surely he could beat their prices. I paid sixty dollars for my father’s ordinary sweatsuit with Velcro fastenings.”


  Finally, Anni laughed. “That’s the last venture Zack would try. Except for me, and he tells me I’m really twenty-five, he can’t handle old people.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Well, face the concept, I guess. When his mother, my sister Nell, had to be put into a nursing home because of Alzheimer’s, he became so depressed that he had to take tranquillizers every visit. Says he’ll kill himself before he reaches that stage. Early dementia runs in families.” Her voice trailed off.


  “I can understand. First time through the door at Rainbow Country, my legs turned to rubber. You and I can’t imagine living in helplessness.” Belle shrugged and made a palms-up gesture. “But for some, a word or a wave brightens their day. Not that I’m bucking for sainthood, but I can’t just skulk in and out with his lunch. These people I see every week. They deserve acknowledgement.”


  Anni’s slender fingers curled around each other as if to husband strength against a growing vulnerability. Her eyes flickered toward the kitchen. “I’ve...been forgetting things lately. The odd bill, the time I left the dogs out all night, and I’m forever losing my keys. I made the mistake of telling Zack, and you should have seen his face.”


  Belle gave a light laugh of reassurance, took off her glasses and twisted the titanium frames, which sprang back obligingly. “I’m always losing these, or sitting on them. Happens to everyone. You’re safe as long as you remember that you wear them.”


  “I hope you’re right. Anyway, enough family problems. Thanks for listening and for bringing the cheque. I’ve been a bit short this month.” Anni tossed back the last of her glass gamely, but the droop of her shoulders told a different story. “I’m not sure how long I can keep the Geo going. Rollins Automotive said that it needed a valve job and a new ‘tranny,’ I think the word was.”


  Swallowing, Belle tried to keep a neutral face. Big time expensive, but why worry the woman more? As they walked outside, her eye was attracted to a contorted woody shrub. “What is that bizarre plant?” she asked.


  Her friend hummed a tune. “A clue? You’re the film buff.”


  “The puzzle lady. It’s familiar, but so far away. Another era. ‘You are my dearie...da da da. Sweet as sugar candy’ and something, something brandy.” She snapped her fingers. “Greer Garson in Random Harvest. She did a little dance. Cute kilt. So what’s the connection?”


  “You know your movies, but not your music halls. The Scottish entertainer she was imitating. Harry Lauder’s Walking Stick, it’s called. Common name: hazel.”


  “Will it grow here?”


  “Zone Five.”


  “Risky. I lost my lavender last year in that -35° stretch.”


  “We’ll see. It’s in a sunny spot, and the bay is sheltered. In a few years I’ll whittle a stick for you.”


  Belle drove home with a nagging concern for her friend. Dementia, what a cruel spectre for someone with a healthy body. Belle’s father had been so vigorous, at eighty-one keeping pace with her all over Epcot Centre. Then, a few months later, he had needed full-time care.


  THREE


  Several weeks later, a giant wicker basket on her porch snapped Belle out of the doldrums of a Friday afternoon. Wrapped in bright red cellophane was an assortment of fresh fruit, California zinfandel, cabernet and chardonnay, no shoddy brands either, and expensive cheeses sampled only on holidays: triple-crème French Brie, Emmanthaler and a butterscotch square of Gjetost. A pound of cashews and a jar of macadamias completed the feast, along with palm hearts and marinated olives. What gourmet angel had been monitoring her wish list? The card was inscribed with a copperplate style that recalled her mother’s careful hand: “From a grateful client. If you’re free tonight around six, I have some perch who wish to make your acquaintance.” Belle grinned. Mr. Sullivan, Charles, had settled in.


  She popped a macadamia into her mouth, moaning at the milky crunch, and took Freya scampering up a path behind her house. Checking the time carefully, she doubled back at Skunk Brook after the animal enjoyed a brief, peaty slurp and was home in time for a bath. As she prepared to leave, ladling out Mature Purina, extra oil and Metamucil, which the vet had recommended for the older dog, she rubbed the velvet ears. “We’ll find out if he likes pups, and maybe next time you can go.”


  She strolled to the end of the road, encountering Charles beaming at the gate. He had a proprietorial touch in the way he escorted her down the lane. Wearing crisply pressed khaki shorts, a zippered safari jacket and dark green knee sox, he might be serving with the Raj in rural India, except for the spotless apron around his waist. “You didn’t have to bring anything,” he said as he studied the bottle she presented. “But the chardonnay should complement our friends.” He escorted her to a picnic table by the house, appointed with an Irish linen tablecloth along with an assortment of covered dishes. With a flourish, he filled two crystal goblets, and they relaxed in lawn chairs under a shady grandfather oak next to the house. Old-fashioned citronella candles warded off the bugs with less distraction than the popular electrical lanterns which crackled ruthlessly but dispatched only innocent moths.


  “You’re all moved. I wish you had given me a call to lend a hand,” she said.


  “No difficulty there, my dear. I’m a simple man and a frugal one. Hired transport can be expensive, so I packed only the bare necessities, as they say, my library and phonograph records notwithstanding.” He coughed and rubbed his back. “You were right about the wretched beds. My Lord, what white nights I spent until the new furniture arrived. Aspirins every hour. My ears are still ringing the ‘Anvil Chorus’.”


  She laughed out of hard-gained wisdom. “My cottage had three varieties of chiropractic mine fields.”


  He appeared surprised. “But your house is new. When did you build?”


  “A couple of years ago. My uncle left me enough in his will for the basic package, and I added the rest a bit at a time. Did the painting and clean-up myself.” She didn’t confess how she had nearly blown the central vacuum by sucking up drywall dust.


  Sullivan cocked an eyebrow. “Very wise. So many people overextend. Try to have everything at once. Not the way my family operated, nor yours, I’ll wager.”


  “True enough. My parents waited until their forties for our first bungalow. They constructed a basement, covered it with plywood and tarpaper, and we lived there like blind moles until they could afford to finish. Suburban Toronto was loaded with blocks of flat structures with a doorway sticking up. Kids thought it was the way everybody lived.”


  A few glasses of wine later, Belle went inside to use the washroom and was amazed at the transformation of the camp. Neutral curtains and paint, a tasteful brown corduroy sofa and a glass coffee table. One wall was covered with books, mostly music and philosophy at a glance. A stereo system played Brahms symphony which floated outside like a blessing. On other shelves sat a few keepsakes, a Toby jug of Falstaff bearing a droll resemblance to its owner, onyx boxes and a folded wooden shape which attracted her. She opened it tentatively to find a delicate carved triptych.


  A throat cleared behind her. “Ready for our repast?”


  She felt like a kid caught with its hand in a candy jar. “I’m being nosy, but I couldn’t help marvelling at this. What is it, Charles?”


  His face seemed more disappointed than stern, though he softened at her appreciative tone. “You have an eye for antiquities. That’s fourteenth-century beechwood. Wiser to preserve it in a safe deposit box, but I enjoy the medieval presence, a link to a lost world of craftsmanship and faith.” Belle replaced the treasure with careful reverence.


  The diminutive perch deserved its reputation, cornmeal-crusty chunks sweet and tender within. Steaming baked potatoes arrived with sour cream, chives and grated Monterey Jack, then a deliciously bitter salad of baby greens with tarragon vinaigrette, and for dessert, a mud pie. “Good old James Beard. Louisiana cuisine travels anywhere,” he said.


  “Chocolate may unite the world.” Belle wiped her mouth in slight embarrassment after wolfing the pie. When he brought seconds without asking, she decided that he would make a toothsome addition to the lake.


  Later that month, with the hot weather coaxing the loaded fields to sweet fruition, strawberry season began. Joining the hordes who had driven on a Sunday morning to the Valley, a rich glacial till deposit where farms thrived, she was entertained by the babble between rows as she knelt to scoot her canister along. “Old man’s no problem,” a woman in a tattered straw hat said to her nodding friend, their sweating faces as plump and scarlet as the berries. “Park him under a tree with a couple of beers, and he’s happy as a clam for hours.” At the cash, Belle found herself overloaded with quarts. Criminal to waste them. Anni might like some. Their paths hadn’t crossed in weeks.


  As she turned later into her neighbour’s driveway, Belle thought that someone was visiting. By the house sat a gigantic General Motors van loaded like a dowager empress. Her nose pressed against the tinted windows. Leather seats. Keyless entry. Power everything. Yet where was the Geo? A firm knock on the back door brought no answer, and she was inhaling the redolent attar from a wild rose bush when she heard a scuffling. The dogs were peering timidly from behind the shed instead of clamouring for attention. Perhaps Anni had given them a two-by-four lesson. They weren’t even decent protectors, not a mean bone in their silly bodies. Anyone could cart off the last stick of furniture by wiggling a slice of bologna. Wouldn’t work with a shepherd, bred for healthy suspicion and territoriality.


  She rapped again, then tried the door and found it open. “Hello? It’s Belle.” Not a sound. On a hunch, she paced the grounds in case the woman was puttering somewhere. On a boat ride? Anni’s small outboard often trolled down the lake on a windless morning, but the dogs always sat in the bow. Back at the door again, canine panting loud in the silence, Belle tried to shake off a growing uneasiness.


  Best to leave the perishable gift safely inside on the counter. She tiptoed into the kitchen, resorting to the silly phrase, “Are you decent? I have something for you.” At each step she stopped and listened, hearing only the ticking of a clock and the hum of the refrigerator. Placing the berries by the sink, she glanced toward the living room. In the doorway was a foot. A foot in a beaded moccasin, then another, followed by legs, torso, arms and head, the conventional arrangement. On the glowing pine floor, her friend lay on her stomach. Dressed in cotton pants and a man’s striped shirt, she might have been sleeping if not for the dark, matted hair.


  Enough, Belle thought as her head spun and she calculated the miles to the couch. Her knees weakening, she sat down heavily on the floor, trying to deny the ugly reality. Perhaps Anni was alive, could be saved, healed, restored to that brave posture. Without really believing the possibility, she averted her eyes and groped down the thin arm for a pulse. So still, and the skin quite cool. Had Anni fallen on the slippery pine boards? Rising shakily to her feet and grasping a chair for support, Belle scanned the room with an economy of movement to minimize dizziness. Several feet away, the oaken walking stick protruded from under an end table. Why wasn’t it in its usual place?


  Sweat breaking out on her forehead, stricken as if by a sudden flu, Belle collected the familiar sherry decanter from the credenza and took a large slug, another and another until she fell back onto the couch, mastering with difficulty the urge to retch, hoping that the liquor would work its tranquillizing miracle. After a few minutes of deep breathing, she got up to search for the phone, lifted the receiver with two fingers and dialled the police, reminding herself to shut the door lest the animals seek out what their body language signalled they already knew.


  “Is Steve Davis there? Please find him. It’s important,” she said in strangled tones to the switchboard operator.


  “What’s up?” Steve asked, several eternities later. “Another restaurant we can case out?”


  “A friend of mine is dead. Anni Jacobs. I found the body. Her house is down from mine. 1703.”


  His even tone felt like a cool hand on her brow. Steve never wasted words. “I’m on my way. Half an hour tops.”


  Steve had been Uncle Harold’s good friend before Belle had arrived in the mining town. With reluctance, he’d left his roots behind on a remote reserve, joined the navy and had risen through the ranks of Sudbury’s finest. A few years younger and overly protective, he often tried to give her unwelcome advice, which she shot back in kind, especially concerning his rocky marriage. Recently he and Janet had bandaged their wounds and adopted a three-year-old girl with serious emotional trauma. The fight to gain her confidence had been difficult.


  The Bristol Cream had clouded reality by the time Steve arrived with several officers and a plump blond man in wire-rimmed glasses whom he introduced as Dr. Mitch Graveline. Apparently it was necessary to certify the body one hundred percent unlikely to rise again like Lazarus. Later, one of the town’s part-time coroners would conduct a post-mortem Helen Keller could have deciphered, given the head wound and the nearby stick.


  Steve toured the room, pushing back a shock of thick black hair from his face, its coppery complexion highlighting a proud Ojibwa heritage. He glanced back over his shoulder. “We usually send the nearest patrol car to secure the scene. I pulled rank to take the call. Did you touch anything?”


  “Did I what? Haven’t you told me a hundred times about people corrupting a crime scene?” She marshalled consonants in the rolling wake of the liquor. All able-bodied vowels could fend for themselves.


  His six-six frame leaned toward her, and he narrowed his dark eyes as he gave an educated sniff. “Are you drunk?”


  She waved off the accusation in cavalier fashion. “So I borrowed some of the sherry. And it was the sommelier’s choice for an impromptu wake. Check my prints and file them for future reference. Better scrape up some DNA, too, or however they collect the stuff.”


  Zeroing in on the empty bottle at her side, he frowned like a principal preparing to issue a detention, then spoke firmly. “I won’t tell you to calm down, because if you get any calmer, you’ll pass out.”


  “I came, I saw, I took her pulse and headed for happy hour.” Scattered thoughts outraced her manners. Following routine, Steve made her repeat the narrative. How many times would she have to tell this ugly story?


  “Her pulse, right,” he said. Meanwhile Dr. Graveline, the invisible man, pulled on plastic gloves for the examination. She had been unaware he had remained in the room, so quiet and efficient were his movements.


  “She might have fainted. I didn’t notice her stick at first,” Belle said, feeling foolish as she pointed to the end table.


  “Hers, eh? Bag that when the doctor’s finished,” he said, with a motion to an officer hovering with an evidence kit. “What’s the wound like, Mitch? Could it have been a fall?”


  “Trauma to the back of the head.” Gingerly the physician examined the stick, its knob darkened. “Let’s see now.”


  One corner of Steve’s mouth rose. “The traditional blunt instrument?”


  Graveline retrieved a giant magnifying glass and rotated the stick under a table lamp, examining the grain. “I’d say so. Oak’s a tough wood. Won’t split like pine. There’s minimal damage to the skull and little bleeding. We’ll know more later, but one solid crack in the right place would have done the job.”


  “Only one?” Belle asked with blurry astonishment. “I know she was old, but wouldn’t the blow have to be pretty lucky? Or rather, unlucky?”


  The doctor scribbled into his notebook and gazed up with the innocent liquid eyes of a Jersey calf. “Tell you a story made the rounds in Medical School. Seems that a band was playing ‘When the Saints Go Marching In’ when a trombone player got so carried away with Dixieland spirit that he rammed his slide into a trumpet player’s head. Smack into the most vulnerable spot behind the ear. One more saint joined the chorus.”


  “Murder by ragtime,” Belle said with a thin smile.


  Steve cleared his throat pointedly. “How long ago?”


  Sheltered partially by a wing chair, Graveline removed a thermometer he had placed unseen. Then he tested the flex of the joints. “Rigor is a temperaturmental creature, pardon the pun. So many variables. On average, it’s well underway after twelve hours. Offhand I’d say sometime last night, if no elves fiddled with the furnace or turned on an air conditioner. And with the consistent lividity, I think we can conclude that the body wasn’t moved.”


  The atmosphere turned from laboratory to kindergarten when a stocky young woman clumped in, chewing like a mad cow. “No broken glass, forced locks. Nothing out of place outside. Doesn’t look like no robbery.” She blew an enormous bubble. “Those mutts are stupid. Could care less who runs around.”


  Steve flashed her a punishing look. “That’s all, Officer. Check the grounds and make your report. First thing in the morning on my desk.”


  Hoping that the bubble would splatter all over her ungrammatical and vacuous lips, Belle glared at her without effect. A woman was dead, for God’s sake. Then a bark sounded from the yard. She stood with the hint of a totter, the perennial animal lover. “The dogs are probably hungry. Missed a couple of meals. May I give them some food, Steve? I doubt if their prints will be a factor.”


  At his nod, she left to rummage in the kitchen’s obvious places, locating a large bag of kibble, but when she took their bowls to the porch, they turned their heads away, same as Freya would react under serious stress.


  Steve tapped his watch and flipped through notes as she returned to the couch. “All right. Dinner’s over. And mine’s getting colder somewhere between here and town. So much for a quiet Sunday afternoon shift. Let’s start at the beginning.”


  Belle began with the bear-baiting, the campaign to foil the hunters, her innocuous day, ending with the sherry overdose turning her mouth into a sugary cesspool.


  “Get serious. Are you saying that she caught someone in the act? And if so, why come back here? More logical that with all the attention they would simply have packed up and found a more remote spot.” Suddenly Steve rose from the couch and moved around Graveline to look at Anni’s shoes.


  “Moccasins. But household ones. No sign of outside wear. So we’re clear there. She wasn’t marched back at gunpoint.” He raised a coal-black, expressive eyebrow. “What exactly did the woman do? Did she damage any vehicles like she threatened?”


  “She said that she had torn the place down. I don’t know about any other sabotage. It’s been a while since we talked.” A picture of Anni on a mission impossible flashed through her mind. “She’d have told me. We had a kind of compact, a stew...ardship.” Sobering fast, she thought, flexing her vocabulary.


  “A dangerous one. Playing Rambo. Could have made big trouble.”


  Belle bristled, her eyes beginning to refocus. “So she was furious. You would be, too, if you were worried about pot shots at you or your family.” Yet “furious” was the wrong word, she thought. Anni was far too methodical and organized. For her, revenge would be a dish best eaten cold.


  “OK, I get the point. But what else do we have? Nothing seems to have been taken. Break-ins are common, except that in cottage country, robbers don’t arrive when people are home. Most places are isolated enough for them to wait until the owners are away.” He paused. “Change the channel. Who might want her dead? This house on the lake is expensive property. And whose van is that, anyway? Don’t tell me she drove that monster?”


  “Hold on. My head is hurting. One question at a time. The new van doesn’t fit, Steve, because all I’ve seen is a tubercular Geo that could hardly make the big hill. Small pensions. As a realtor, I’d estimate that this place is probably her best asset. Just a guess, though. She didn’t flash bank statements. Anni was a private lady.”


  He gestured like an irritated director speeding the pace. “What about relatives?”


  “She’s a widow, no children, but there is a nephew. Zack Meredith, a local man.”


  “And what’s our nephew like?”


  She pointed at the picture on the mantel. College graduation maybe. Short dark hair with a glint of fashionable styling gel. An open face. Boyish more than handsome. “That’s the fellow. I’ve never met him, but she described him as a wannabe entrepreneur. Hare-brained plans that he’s always urging her to bankroll. She was worried about that last time we talked.”


  Steve’s scribbling speed increased with this disclosure, making her uncomfortable. “It’s not as bad as that. He gave her a lot of help with chores, and I know she loved him. Still, if nothing turns up, he’s your number one suspect. Cui bono?”


  “Stop showing off. We’ll see who’s Mr. Bono when we find out if she left a will, which, at a conservative guess, she probably did. If we don’t find it here, we’ll contact the local law firms. She’s not new to the area, is she?”


  Given Graveline’s smooth movements and her own bleary concentration, Belle had almost forgotten that a body lay nearby. Suddenly the back door opened and slammed, and figures moved into the room, rolling a gurney. Even though the attendants performed with surprising grace and dignity, Belle hit nine out of ten on the screaming mimi scale as a still, sheeted form was placed on a stretcher. I’m on the nerge of a vervous breakdown, she told herself.


  Then they were alone again, after what seemed like a hideous dream. She swallowed hard and forced her gaze back to Steve. “I think she and her husband had lived here twenty, twenty-five years. Built the place themselves.” She looked around sadly, then closed her eyes, felt the breeze through the screens and heard a gentle lap of waves from the shore. “And she was so independent, Steve. This is no place for bingo lovers, mall hoppers, or people who expect fresh cream for their coffee the morning after two feet of snow.”


  “She must have been a tough character. Know anything about her friends?”


  Belle considered her words carefully, her mouth dry and sour. “I guess you’d call me her friend. In connection with our love for the woods. She didn’t seem to socialize out here. Did a lot of volunteer work at the Canadian Blood Services, though.” Her fidgeting hands seemed to have a mind of their own. They looked older, more wrinkled. She pressed them together as if in prayer, blinking the sting from her eyes. “I’ll miss her.”


  Steve stood up. “This one’s going to be trouble if the nephew has an alibi. No sign of forced entry or any violence other than stick meeting head.” He paused as she gave him a disgusted look. “Sorry about that. Missed lunch and you know me. Anyway, we’ll be checking her records, financial statements, whatever might provide a lead. For one thing, I’d like to know who owns that van, if she doesn’t. And where’s her car?”


  Outside, the smell of the roses had become cloying, funereal. Belle fought the urge to drive home at top speed and jump into a bath of purifying water, sloughing off every horrid detail, growing a new skin. Wordlessly, she passed Steve the strawberries she had retrieved. It would be a long time before she enjoyed them again. Their sun-drenched redolence would remind her of the sight of blood. Steve popped a handful into his mouth, tucked the rest into the white patrol car, then pointed down the road to a hollow where a small path began. “Before you leave, tell me something. Is that the trail that leads to the baiting site?”


  “Yes, about half an hour in. But everything’s gone. Torn down and buried, remember?”


  “These hunters sound like a wild card, but I might as well take a look now as later.” He thumped her back. “Sober enough to travel?”


  Belle paused at the water tap at the side of the house and took a long drink. Then she filled her lungs with forest air, its piney coolness clearing her head. “I’ll be five hundred yards ahead of those black cop shoes, Mr. Spitshine.” She took off at a trot, glad to run off the sherry.


  At the quick march, the half-hour dropped to twenty minutes. The sun had fallen below the hills, casting eerie shadows across the trail. Belle stepped lightly on the peaty turf, spongy and kind to the feet except for an occasional rock or root. Something fragrant was in the air, Labrador tea, perhaps.


  But the wind shifted ominously, bringing a large order of carrion. As they passed the familiar carpet of trilliums now tinged with brown, Belle had a sinking feeling that Anni’s plan hadn’t worked after all. Nothing could have erased that aromatic picnic from the bruins’ primal memory bank. Bait was bait, the smellier the better. At the base of a striped maple lay a large black mound next to a small hump of fur. Steve covered his face with a handkerchief and waved Belle away. She sat glumly on a cedar stump, contemplating a parade of ants and gulping against returning nausea. “Let’s go,” he said a minute later, wiping his hands with distaste. “I’ve seen enough. That was a mother and this year’s cub. Half Freya’s size.”


  “Mutilated?”


  “Animals have been at them, maybe even other bears, but they’ve been cut open...and the paws are gone.” With a groan, he pocketed the handkerchief. “Hunting was part of life for my family on the Reserve. No fancy grocery stores in the back of beyond. Not even a town. We depended on wild game. But it was a partnership, a pact of respect. Leaving meat to rot would have been a crime.”


  Belle coughed into her sleeve, breathing through her mouth. “It’s profit, Steve. Bear gallbladders are valuable. Why don’t you talk to the MNR about any similar reports. A car or truck might have been seen in another area.”


  “This could fit the time if she caught them in the act, but we’ve been over that. Remember that she went home of her own accord,” he said as they walked, warm with sweat. “We still don’t know if she damaged a car or truck. Maybe they saw her near their vehicle or knew she walked the paths. Put two and two together and followed her.”


  Belle shrugged. “A pitiful motive for murder. And why her stick? Wouldn’t they have had weapons? A shotgun or rifle?”


  “Maybe they tried to scare her, and it got out of hand.” He brushed his ears and neck against the mosquitos swarming in the dusk. “Anyway, I’ll get the boys to hunt for tire tracks, although it’s probably useless with the dust and traffic. One other thing, Belle.”


  Frustrated and ready for the soft womb of her waterbed, she couldn’t keep irritation from her answer. It was more like a whine. “I hate that. It’s so classic Columbo.”


  “Where were you last night?” He touched her shoulder like a concerned brother. “Don’t take offense. I have to ask.”


  She rubbed her eyes, then raised her hands in submission. “No alibi unless the dog will talk. I was home for dinner at six. Read a couple of magazines. In bed by ten. Am I going to hang?”


  “Canada hasn’t hanged anyone since 1962. The end of capital punishment in fact, if not in law. And don’t worry. Only the guilty have air-tight alibis.”


  “That’s a comfort.”


  “Oh, and I need your prints for elimination.” He stepped back at her exasperated look. “No need to come downtown. I keep a kit in the car. Handiwipes, too.”


  To save the dogs from the upset of a kennel, Belle persuaded Steve to let her take them until Zack was contacted. Later, cleaned and minimally fed, she sat on her deck in the darkness. A barred owl called from its perch to remind her that some predators earned an honest living.


  FOUR


  Captain and Sam weren’t the ideal boarders. The golden had shredded Belle’s red plush bedroom slippers and made Freya so nervous that she had scuttled to the basement laundry room. The hyperactive beagle yapped at the shudder of the ancient refrigerator, the electronic blips of the computer as Belle logged onto “Canoenews” and the occasional drone of a plane circling the airport for approach. They hadn’t stinted themselves at breakfast, though, declining the Purina and inhaling three cans of expensive beef stew saved for a rainy day. By 7:30 a.m., Belle was approaching meltdown and worrying the clock for Zack’s call.


  Her mug splashed at the first ring, a muttered prayer for delivery proving that there was a God. “It’s Zack Meredith, Anni’s nephew. I hear you have the dogs at your place,” a subdued voice said.


  “Yes, they’re fine. I’m so sorry about your aunt.” She swallowed and groped for a comforting phrase, but none arrived.


  There was a long pause, what sounded like an embarrassed sniffle, then a throat clearing. “I can’t believe it. Out there where she felt so safe. Why didn’t she follow my advice and move into that seniors’ condo downtown after Uncle Cece died?”


  Apologizing for the delay, he agreed to come that evening. “I rent a small house in the Valley, and of course Captain and Sam are welcome. They won’t get the same attention or freedom, but Aunt Anni would have wanted me to take them. We’re great pals.”


  On the way to town later, Belle thought for a moment about the brief conversation. He’d sounded sincere enough, and certainly protective about his aunt. How protective, though? Enough to want to send her to Cece to spare her the humiliations of old age, leaving him with a tidy inheritance? Now that was a cynical thesis. She opened up the office, surprised not to hear the tick-tick of a keyboard. Usually Miriam arrived first, living in a nearby townhouse. After giving the coffee maker a token swipe, Belle brewed a pot and banished preoccupations with the murder to a mental broom closet. By the time her friend came in, she had sifted through paperwork like Schliemann uncovering the ruins of Troy.


  “Watching too many late movies?” Belle asked. Often she passed Miriam tapes of her favourite classics. They agreed that Bette Davis had been well behind the door when Beauty called, climbing to the top on sheer acting ability and a dose of grit.


  The older woman looked harried, her eyes puffy and bleary. “This awful film, well, I mean it was powerful, that was the problem. I couldn’t keep my mind on my quilting. Had to rip out a whole section. Then I stayed awake in a rage for hours.”


  Miriam could sew in her sleep, any pattern, any size. She’d won first prize at the Quilts on the Rocks competition last year. “What was it?”


  “The Boys of St. Vincent’s, that child abuse exposé at a so-called training school. What frosts me is that these men were trusted. They had such absolute power. Either the kids clammed up out of fear or no one believed their stories.” She snorted in disgust.


  “Power corrupts, and there’s nothing more absolute than organized religion. Public schools aren’t immune. That teacher in the Sault who got away with abusing girls for over twenty years.” Belle drummed a pencil on the table. “Still, they say that most molesting is done by relatives.”


  “And those excuses. ‘Willing participants.’ The right to have sex with children. ‘Intergenerational’ love. Now they’re prowling the Internet, popping Disney names into their sites to attract youngsters.” Miriam’s face paled under her Brillo pad hair, and she turned away for a moment. Then she grabbed a paper and scribbled a few notes. When the lead broke, she stuffed the pencil into a sharpener and began grinding with a passion. “Hostie. Neuter every one of the bastards.”


  More Frenglish curses were a grim way to start the morning, and her own sad news hadn’t been delivered. “Say, I didn’t have the calmest night myself.”


  Miriam slipped off her shoes, engaged the wooden foot roller under her desk, and passed Belle the “Are We Having Fun Yet?” mug, wiggling it in sign language. “What could happen in the quiet life of a realtor? No sugar. I’m hyped enough.”


  “Try a murder. My neighbour, a retired lady on that nice little picturesque lakefront road where everyone wants to live.” She followed up with the details as she poured her friend a coffee.


  Ears pricked like a terrier’s, Miriam was herself again, quizzing in expert fashion. She was devoted to murder mysteries, wished she had been born into genteel poverty in England like Miss Silver and had been combing antique shops for a bog oak brooch for years. Once Belle had found her zooming in on an Agatha Christie tribute page on the Internet. “The dogs. Why didn’t the dogs bark? Wasn’t that one of Holmes' arguments?”


  “They’re wimps. Even if they had barked, no one lives close enough to take much note. Sometimes you can’t hear anything but wind and waves. She was killed inside the house. Everything nice and neat. Guess she let the murderer in.”


  “Sounds funny to me. You said she was a sharp old woman. Suspicious as hell. Why ever would she open her door to a stranger? Anyway, don’t you have any good news?”


  Belle clapped her on the back and blew her a quick kiss. “After that Sullivan sale, now that the bills are paid, I’m declaring a bonus for you. Sun yourself in Cuba next December. Take your daughter.”


  “She’s in North Bay taking summer courses for her teaching certificate. That apartment is costing me plenty.” Miriam turned to the night’s faxes, then chuckled like a parrot with a hunk of papaya. “This sounds promising. A Toronto couple transferred here to the Taxation Centre wants a house on the water.”


  “Plump government salaries. The very sound tickles my ears. What are they looking for?”


  Miriam’s head tipped up to adjust the bifocals. “I hate these glasses, can’t wait until you’re tortured with them, too. Something fairly new. Three or four bedrooms. Two baths. Maintenance free. Garage. Half-hour drive from town. Jostle any brain cells?”


  Belle rubbed the bridge of her nose in concentration. “What about the distress sale on Kalmo Lake? That’s a bargain. 40K below value.”


  “I wondered about that. Somebody die?”


  “What a grisly attitude. It was a case, in my cautious new neighbour’s words, of overextension. The Marches bought a large wooded property. Too large. The access road broke them. All that backfilling over boulders sucked up pit-run gravel like quicksand. In a week they blew twenty thousand. Then his salary was frozen at the hospital. To top it off, the wife got pregnant.”


  “Perfect for Mr. and Mrs. T-O. Silver lining to every cloud, isn’t there?”


  Even where murder was concerned, Belle wondered? What was Zack’s alibi?


  As she passed the airport on the way home, she glanced at the kettle lakes, one of many geological curiosities which brought international scientists to Sudbury. Over a sandy delta deposited in Pleistocene times, a glacial re-advance had scoured the area and left blocks of grounded ice to melt, forming conical potholes later filled by cool springs favoured by brook trout. The largest she had named “Philosopher’s Pond,” where she had spent afternoons floating on a makeshift raft and dangling an optimistic hook over hundreds of pairs of globular eyes. Well-fed by minnows, the fish had been a wary challenge for anglers since the turn of the century, if an art deco brown medicine bottle she had found were any proof. Charles didn’t have a boat yet. Would he like to try his luck here?


  Later that evening, after turning up their noses again at dry chow, Captain and Sam barked at a noise outside. “Quiet!” Belle scolded with a maddening lack of effect. A yellow Firefly pulled into the yard as she opened the door. “Come on up, Zack. Your babies are waiting.”


  He took the steps two at a time like a prom date, bearing a bunch of carnations instead of a corsage. “A simple offering,” he said, “but I’m grateful you looked after the guys.” As the beasts probed his groin, wagging their tails, he thumped them in hearty masculine fashion. “If you have time to talk, maybe you can tell me more about my aunt. The police asked about my trip to Detroit, but they didn’t say much about how she...how she...” The words seemed to come hard for him.


  Belle brought out coffees, and they sat on the deck as the lake fanned out its majesty. On cue, a white triangle of sail cut the waves. “What a view,” he said, a longing in his eyes common to visitors. “It’s like a fairy tale. Aunt Anni’s place is so sheltered in the bay.”


  Belle laughed at the urban perspective. “Yes, but being on a point puts me at the mercy of the wind. At ice-out it’s touch and go for the boathouse and satellite dish, even with the rock wall. Watching the floes shelf up, I pray like hell for a combination of hot sun and windless days. When he got back from Florida this year, my neighbour’s waterslide sat on his lawn, and his dock was a pile of pick-up sticks.”


  Dressed in a University of Toronto sweatshirt and jeans, his dark brown hair fresh from a summer buzz, Zack sipped in silence for a moment, his mug gripped in both hands. He set it down shakily. Feeling sisterly or more likely motherly, Belle took the initiative. “You wanted to talk about Anni?”


  He braced his shoulders and exhaled slowly in a effort to marshall his resources. “I’m glad I wasn’t the one to find her.”


  “She didn’t suffer. It was sudden and...final.” Not going well, she thought. Stale words. Trite. Abrupt. Hardly comforting.


  His voice grew bitter and self-accusing. “Yes, so final. No more chances. The last time I saw her, what was I doing? Telling her how much I loved her? I don’t ever remember saying those words.”


  “Depends on how you’re raised. Some families aren’t very vocal or demonstrative with hugs and kisses. It’s actions that count. And you tried—”


  He pounded a fist on his knee as if passing sentence on his failures. “Tried to borrow more money, you mean. But ‘borrow’ is a joke. When could I ever hope to pay her back?”


  “No, I meant that you tried to help. With the house. With the yard. She loved you, Zack. She was going to leave you everything.” Belle blurted out the fact, nearly slapping her mouth.


  If she had expected naked greed at this bombshell, she was mistaken. For a tremulous minute he looked as if he were going to cry. Then he massaged his temples, leaving white marks on the tanned skin. Belle switched gears. Grief counselling was not her forte. “I remember when we first met. I was shambling along the road like a whipped puppy. My uncle had been diagnosed with lung cancer, and he was handling it better than I was.” He nodded in sympathy as she continued. “Then a magical voice emerged from a birch grove. ‘I know where the wild clematis grows,’ it whispered as if confiding a precious secret.”


  He sniffed and then pulled out a handkerchief, twisting it instead of blowing his nose. “Aunt Anni was a great one for wildflowers. I was going to give her a new Peterson’s guide for Christmas, hers got so ragged. It was her Bible.”


  Her eyes closed, her heart remembering the drone of the forest that day. “This woman dressed in denim strolled out, holding a fragile pink flower like the holy grail. Took me back for tea and got my mind off myself by talking about her trails and their wonders. Later I found out that she’d lost Cece the year before, so she knew what I was feeling.” The roar of duelling jet-skis woke her from the reverie, and to her surprise, Zack had folded his hands in resignation, calm once again as he took comfort in the vitality of Anni’s life.


  “She had that knack. When Mother died, she came to my apartment and packed my suitcase. Insisted I stay here for a few days. Know what we did together by the fire that night? Read Hans Christian Andersen. Just like when I was a kid. Aunt Anni was Danish, you know. Her maiden name was Blixen.”


  Finally Belle told him about the baiting. “We’ll have to wait until the investigation moves along. My friend Steve is touching bases with the MNR. There’s a bizarre possibility that someone took offense to her actions, and it escalated.”


  “Are you sure? She didn’t mention anything, even when I called her from Detroit.” He paused as an idea crossed his face. “We always played a game. I tried to disguise my voice. Like phone sales, something to throw her off. She was so sharp, though. Never missed a trick. Said her ears were better than her eyes.”


  “Aunts don’t brief nephews about commando raids. Exactly when did you talk to her, anyway? It will help fix the time of death.”


  “I left here at dawn to beat the traffic. Got there around two, so that’s when I called. Took all my spare change. Brutal trip in my tin can car. Wish I had borrowed the van.”


  That sounded selfish to Belle, but he was like a kid to Anni, and kids did take advantage. How sound was his alibi? He had given no more specifics. “We’ve been wondering about the van.


  He whistled, and a faint smile played on his lips as he swatted at a mosquito. “The Queen Mary, you mean. Rides like a living room sofa. We went to Science North the weekend she got it. Saw a bear movie at the IMAX, then over to the Farmer’s Market for fresh bread, smoked trout from Manitoulin. That vehicle must cost a mint. Air, CD, cruise control. She was so careful with money. Maybe she had a nest egg.” He stopped short at her expression. “I mean, why not? She deserved to go first class.”


  Belle’s momentary good will was flagging. Was he genuinely moved by the death or merely acting? The comments about money seemed ungracious. Still, it was no time for recriminations. She waved her hand casually. “The police will make enquiries. She must have seen one of the local dealers.”


  “They’ve got to find out who killed her. Is there something I can do? That’s the only repayment I can make.”


  The sun was setting on their collection of bug bites when Belle and Zack said goodnight. Coaxing Freya from the basement, she went up to the master suite and poured a purifying soak, dripping liberal portions of kiwi bubble bath for aromatherapy. “Serenity,” the bottle read as if it might be consumed. Or maybe the AA prayer. The things we can and cannot change and the wisdom to know the difference. Nothing could return Anni to life, but nothing could stop Belle from finding out how, then why, then who. A tedious but logical order. Mahler’s “Kindertotenlieder” drifted upstairs. “Songs for Dead Children” sounded so mellifluous in German.


  FIVE


  A few days later the phone rang at dawn as Belle was mounding hot salsa onto a cheddar omelette. Crammed with sourdough toast, she answered with oral gymnastics. “Hurrogh.”


  “It’s Steve. Thought you might like to know what we’ve found so far, early bird. Say, are you chewing something?”


  “I was. Don’t keep me in suspenders.”


  “That old joke ages you twenty years.”


  Belle cringed, vowing to bury Uncle Harold’s favourite chestnut. “OK. Three questions. How could she afford that van? Zack told me it was hers. How did she die? And cui bono, our tie-breaker?”


  “Least to most interesting. As for the death, Graveline had it down straight. The oak stick had traces of her blood, minute particles of wood in the wound, but for prints, only hers were retrievable. Some smudging could have been made by gloves or a quick wipe. The blow caused a massive haematoma. To get technical, the upper occipital region, on the lambdoidal suture. She never regained consciousness and died where she fell. Sometime after dinner, going by the stomach contents.”


  Belle coughed, reaching for the grapefruit juice. Suddenly her mouth felt dry. “Now I’m sorry I asked. A blurry memory of that scene suits me better. And the van?”


  “No mystery there. Her name was on the registration in the glove box. Purchased it a couple of weeks ago at Crosstown. Turned in her vehicle for next to nothing. Price was thirty-five thousand and change. But guess what?”


  “GM is desperate? One per cent financing and no payments for a year?” In a town known for a boom-bust economy and labour disputes, local stores often advertised generous plans to drum up business. “No payments until after the strike” was a familiar come-on.


  “Our lady bountiful paid in cash.”


  Belle released her breath slowly, her eyes bugging like a Peke’s. “Curiouser and curiouser. The third envelope, puh-lease.”


  “Except for the mysterious source of money, and that’s a big except, we’re looking at the nephew first. Claims he was in Detroit for the weekend looking for used CDs.”


  “So he told me. Makes sense. She mentioned his plans.” Belle’s fingers drummed a paradiddle as she thought about Zack’s immediate and long term needs. “Did you find the will?”


  “Tucked in the desk neat as pie along with a property deed, bankbooks, income tax statements and utility bills. And you were right. Small pensions were her only income. Let’s see.” He paused and the sound of shuffling papers echoed over the line. “She banked at the Toronto Dominion in Garson. Few hundred in a chequing account. Three thousand in term deposits. RRSPs of around eighty thousand. Pin money, really. No action on any withdrawals. Her own life insurance ended with the husband’s death. C’est tout. People have been murdered for less, though.”


  “But how did she pay? Could there be records someplace else? Maybe n bank in Manitoba or somewhere she used to live?”


  “Not under the married name. And we checked Blixen, too. Computers make it easy to hunt cross-country. Wasn’t some old hoard mouldering under the mattress, either. The bills were nice crisp purple thousands, according to the salesman, some polyester sleaze. A neat stack barely half an inch. How often does someone count out cash like that?”


  “Think she robbed a bank?”


  “Not around here, and besides, she’d make an unlikely candidate with her age, not to mention her sex.” For a moment Belle conjured up the image of Ruth Gordon brandishing a yam in her babushka to shake down the tellers. “So our FOURTH question is, why the cash?” he asked before he rang off.


  Exactly, Belle thought, finishing the eggs and washing up. Why not a safe, conventional cheque? Anni was not the high-rolling type. And a van? That was no old lady vehicle, more the choice of a young parent or someone running errands. For the Canadian Blood Services perhaps? Would someone there have any answers? One of these days she should donate.


  Meanwhile, she had to take her father his lunch at the nursing home. It was “Tuesday, Tuesday,” the cadences of the sing-song game he had invented when she and Mama Cass had been babies. He was eighty-four years old. Not long ago he had been living in his own house in Florida, adjusting to her mother’s death, finding a stylishly-coiffured, much younger Italian girlfriend named Mary at a Life Goes On meeting. Then came cumulative TIA’s, tiny punches to the brain, lurking Alzheimer’s, plain old senility. Who cared about the official diagnosis? He grew too tottery and confused to stay by himself. With his zaftig girlfriend waving a tearful good-bye, Belle rushed him back to Canada before his diminishing abilities flashed a red light to Immigration, which frowned on incoming drains to the health care system.


  For a fraction of the U.S. costs, he had a private room at Rainbow Country, a small competitor of the anonymous pretty-faced high rises where the upper middle class preferred to warehouse their parents. The facility was a bit tattered around the edges, but clean as a new penny, and with matchless personal care. The nurses and attendants chronicled every sneeze and sniffle, each bite of food, pill and missing sock.


  After a blow-by at the office, she pulled into Granny’s Kitchen, the friendly family restaurant where they had enjoyed a weekly meal when he could still walk. “Hi, Maria. The usual. Shrimp, french fries and cole slaw. Hold the seafood sauce. And pie and ice cream. Cherry if possible. Cheeseburger and milk for me.” Belle passed a few words with one of the regulars, a man about thirty-five whose shambling manner made him appear drunk. The sad truth was that Fred had lingered in a coma for a year after a devastating industrial accident. Intensive physical therapy and a large injection of courage had restored enough coordination to get him on his feet and enrolled in a few marketing courses.


  “Did you register for the summer sessions at Nickel City College, Fred?” Belle enjoyed hearing about his progress.


  “A big runaround. Workman’s Comp won’t authorize the program. They say I’d have to drive to work in marketing up here, be mobile, you know? And I’m driving, for sure. But it’s like they don’t believe I have any right to.” His laboured speech was difficult to understand, so she watched his lips carefully. He looked as if he needed a shave, or perhaps he was giving up. With a fumbly bow, he presented her with his Sudbury Star as he left. “The old dog just might have another trick left.”


  Belle opened the paper. It was hard to understand why he wasn’t bitter. Maybe he was merely glad to enjoy what pleasures remained, a good meal, restoring his Camaro. On the front page were details about another residential school lawsuit, this time in Fort Albany, an isolated Cree community on Hudson Bay. Leaving an ugly trail back to the Fifties, the priests, nuns and lay workers had been charged with fondling, rapes and illegal abortions. How had the community remained silent? Easy. Parents who complained were told that their government cheques wouldn’t be cashed, nor would the company store provide credit. Thank God the last of these “schools” had closed in the early Eighties.


  “No charge today,” Maria said, appearing like a benevolent dervish and setting the bags on the table. “This is my final shift, so I want to thank my best customer.”


  Belle looked up in mild confusion. “Going on vacation?”


  “I have needed one for some years. An eighty-hour week, you know, running this place. My son Tony helps in the kitchen, but he wants to study to be a chef in Montreal, and I am not so young anymore.” She shook her wattles like a weary ox, as wide as she was tall. “So I have sold the restaurant.”


  Belle took her tiny, talented hand and offered good wishes. For her father’s sake, she hoped that the new owner would keep the same menu. Routines were important to old folks.


  At Rainbow Country, she passed a few lawn chairs on the small porch, saluting the coughing brigade who had abandoned the free tar and nicotine of the dreary smoking room. Under nursing home rules, smokers were allowed one cigarette an hour, receiving lights from the staff. Abby, a grizzled veteran nearly blind behind mirrored sunglasses, recognized Belle’s voice. “Got to grab some fresh air with our smokes,” she said with a wheeze and rummaged in the bag attached to her walker.


  Belle opened the pack and lit one for her, then went inside to collect a bib, towel and silverware from the supply cabinets. Along the hall, she noted the subtle, depressing changes, the pixie with two canes now a blanketed shape in bed, the empty blue chair where the cadaverous man who chuckled over Janet Evanovich’s Deep Six once rocked. Father’s television was blasting out an exercise program, a Jane Fonda clone in spandex hip-hopping to unearthly perfection.


  She shrank a bit as always to see him in his “gerry” chair, designed to guard against a fall, but a cruel jailer. Broken hips were a nightmare ending with blank spaces on the name board by the nurses’ station. She remembered the day she had bought it. He’d been found on the floor twice, too proud to call for help. In the Model Sick Room at a local pharmacy, she’d sat down to test the comfort, and the officious clerk had leaped forward to lock the lap table into place. The sudden confinement in a padded cell on wheels had nearly forced a scream from Belle’s tightened lips. Holding her breath, she ‘d unlocked the clasp with paralytic fingers and scrawled a check for nearly a thousand dollars while tears dried on her face.


  “Hi, handsome. It’s Tuesday, Tuesday, and I’ve brought your shrimp.” She unpacked the boxes and arranged his bib.


  “I thought you weren’t coming.” He recited the same line with a calculated pout, even after her scrupulous visits through blizzards and ice storms. The rare times she left town for more than a few days, she arranged for an aide to deliver the lunch.


  His thick white hair was fresh cut and brushed, baby blue eyes large and clear, glasses long abandoned in a drawer. For some reason he no longer used them, even to read, or perhaps he had forgotten that he wore glasses. A Maple Leafs’ shirt and machine washable work pants completed the easy-care outfit. Despite the extra effort, the staff was religious in making sure everyone was up and dressed by nine so that they didn’t sit around in nightclothes.


  Filling a glass with water from his tiny bathroom, she bumped an elbow against a cumbersome Hoyer lift straddling the toilet like an enormous mantis. Then she set up his lunch, sat back and let him enjoy the food without conversation. Not only was his speech unintelligible with his mouth full, but he needed concentration to coordinate chews and swallows. A minced or puréed diet might soon be required, the dietician had noted. Belle had tried to keep his bridges battened down, but getting him to the dentist was a navigational minefield, and it didn’t take much to wrench a back, helping him in and out of the van. Saner to operate without teeth at all. Bridges and dentures often went missing anyway with the cob-webbed female wanderers who collected small items on their “clean-up” rounds.


  The cheeseburger, milk and his Maclean’s magazine kept her attention, though she cocked an eyebrow at the fanatical exercise woman flogging a Nordic Track. How senseless to buy costly steppers and treadmills to compensate for sedentary lives instead of choosing a relaxing walk. Belle’s quiet paths were the best reason for living in the wilderness instead of in a city where five-year-olds took classes in street smarts. Then she thought glumly of Anni and put away the rest of the cheeseburger. To be banished from the world outside to a little room like this would not have been her choice, but to leave so soon, upon the whisper of a breath?


  Her father wiped his mouth with a tiny burp after the last french fry had vanished. “What’s up? You’re pretty quiet.”


  She had no qualms about telling him about the murder. He loved excitement. When he had worked as a booker for Odeon Theatres in Toronto, a gas explosion had levelled a building across from his office. The disaster had been his number one story for fifty years. “Hold your horses. First the coffee.” She cleared away the debris and opened the pie box, fetching from the kitchen a mug bearing a picture of him with his arm around his lovely girlfriend. “My neighbour was murdered.”


  A gleam lit his eyes, and his voice strengthened. “Murdered? In Canada? I don’t believe it.”


  “Neither do I, but trust me.” She paused for the dramatic effect he enjoyed. “I found the body.”


  His pitch jumped an octave as he ate up the details as fast as his dessert. “No kidding? Tell me everything.” And so she did.


  “Her name was Jacobs? Was she a Hebe, then? Pretty rare birds in this neck of the woods.”


  Belle frowned. “Father, really. That’s not politically correct these days, a word like that.”


  “What does politics have to do with it? The whole fillum business was Jewish when I worked there. That’s what they called each other, Hebes.”


  She sighed, wondering how to span the decades, explain the evolution of manners into diction. “It’s one thing for an ethnic group to use those names, but for an outsider, it’s quite rude.”


  “So I’m a Scot. Like Arnold Palmer. Is that rude? The Pope’s a Pole. Is that rude?”


  “Well, I only...”


  He stared her down, stubborn in his innocence. “And besides, I nearly married Eva Rosenblum. Except her parents lined her up with a rich doctor, a fancy one, a gyro...gyro...”


  “Gynaecologist. Lucky Eva, or maybe not. Anyway, Jacobs was the married name. Anni was Danish.”


  He beamed. “A Dane. See?”


  Old dogs and new tricks. Maybe he had a point. As she left, he stabbed an index finger on his lap table. “Appearances can be deceiving, girl. Look underneath. Use your peepers.” He drifted off for a moment. “Remember what you said to that clown at the Christmas parade who asked where you got those eyes so blue?”


  “Right, Father. ‘Out of the sky as I came through.’ Except that my eyes aren’t that blue anymore. And speaking of precocious brats...” She kissed him and returned to the van. Such observations might be the ravings of an old man seduced by films, but sometimes, like Mr. Dick in David Copperfield, he grasped an idea that sliced the fog. Would she have to play Edna May Oliver and chase the donkeys from the yard? “Peepers.” What was there to look at? Were any of the puzzles valuable? Had Anni been having work done at the house where calculating eyes might have tucked away information? Word got around in the casual labour market.


  SIX


  After asking Hélène and Ed DesRosiers for dinner that night, a feast starring her no-fail chicken casserole, Belle set out for her favourite real estate activity: reconnaissance, checking out a property. She chose twill pants and a turtleneck along with Reeboks designed for a hike in the bush. On a sunny morning, the drive fifty miles north to Onaping Lake was a pleasant diversion, despite the blackflies organizing a Jonestown massacre on the windshield. She passed time working on her country song, imagining Nashville fame through an instant hit. “Come on up to Mama’s table,” the refrain went, and as she flinched at the endless timber trucks roaring back from remote towns, the next verse wrote itself:


  
    I’ve been on the road since Christmas

    Driving trucks across the land.

    I’ve raced across the Pecos

    And crossed the Rio Grande.


    I’ve spent some long and lonely nights

    Looking at a motel wall,

    But down that endless highway

    I could hear my mama call.

  


  At a small marina she rented a five-horse motorboat, ripping the cord to goose the old Evinrude into action. The lake was a good size with a reputation for excellent bass fishing. Luckily the wind was down, the silken surface reflecting pillowy clouds. She plastered on industrial strength bug dope loaded with Deet. The expensive aerosol used by tourists lasted about as long as a non-filter cigarette and had the same transitory effect on the pests.


  The seller’s crude map guided her to the site, where she pulled up onto a long sandy beach, an attractive feature. The rest was rocky but level. With several acres backing into the hills of maple and poplar, a small woodlot might be maintained. Lots of privacy, too, only five or six other cottages in view. Using a fist-sized boulder and a couple of nails, she pounded a realty sign onto a prominent birch, then tramped the property to determine if a field bed could be located the requisite fifty feet from the lake. Building would cost more, but the land was a bargain for someone who prized seclusion and didn’t mind the limitations of water access.


  She sat awhile on the shore, checking her watch with a reluctance to restart the roar of the motor. A clump of tiger lilies caught her attention, naturally prolific and tenacious, Dylan Thomas’s “force that through the green fuse”. Anni loved lilies. Now she was pushing them up. Belle felt frustration at the slow investigation. Perhaps Steve had searched the house thoroughly, but what about visiting the Canadian Blood Services? And that Geo. If only cars could talk. Yet perhaps it could whisper a few ideas...if it weren’t a recycled blob of metal by now.


  An hour later, she drove by Crosstown Motors. Would Anni’s old vehicle still be in the yard? The wretched little soul had more likely been passed to one of the lower-end used car lots which sold affordable transportation to folk on minimum wage. A salesman oozed out the door and eyed her aging but serviceable vehicle, perfect for a trade. “Interested in another van?” he asked, lighting a stogie. “We have a great selection of new Ventures and Trans Sports set to wipe up the competition.”


  “Just looking,” she said indifferently, measuring him from the corner of her eye to Steve’s description of Mr. Polyester. The scant hairs feathering his pink scalp were woven for maximum coverage, but the effect was more pathetic than artful.


  “Most powerful standard engine, 3.4 litre V-6,” he said, stroking the driver’s seat of a handsome cobalt blue model the colour of Lake Wapiti before a thunderstorm. “Twenty-six storage compartments, hidden front wipers, three choices of seat styles. And priced to sell. You can cruise home, tax and all charges, for less than you’d dream, especially if our manager Mel is in a good mood. Free air this month, too.”


  “CD player, of course.”


  He waved his hand in an expansive gesture. “Whatever you want, Madame. Plus dual stereo systems. One up front and one in back for the kiddies. Relax with Sinatra while they blast their ears with head-banger music.”


  Bristling about being pushed into his decade, Belle eased into the cushy quad chair and leafed through a brochure on the dash, the new car smell calling her like a lover. “Up to ten cup holders?”


  She climbed out, accepting the card he presented with a hopeful smile. “A friend of mine bought one of these sweethearts recently. Traded in her old Geo. Poor thing was on its last legs,” she said.


  Her girlish snicker didn’t earn a blink. He puffed and pondered, thumbing a monster ash from his cigar which narrowly missed her foot. “Gotcha, the rust bucket. I remember now. Muffler fell off in the lot. Gone for scrap to Rock City over on the Kingsway. Funny old gal, though.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Well, just as she left, I told her again what a plum she had chosen, selection reinforcement, you know. She muttered something under her breath, sounded like an ill wind bringing good.” He winked knowingly and fixed red oyster eyes on Belle. “Bible maybe. She looked a strict one. Preacher’s wife. Librarian.”


  A cryptic observation for Anni, Belle thought. What could she have meant? She headed for Rock City, hoping that the car had been saved from the crusher.


  As children, she and her friends had loved to sneak around junkyards, searching for fresh wrecks, broken glass a gory delight. “Blood! Ten points!” they screamed at any dark stain, the fate of the unlucky riders beyond the comprehension of chocolate-bar minds. The gawky attendant at the metallurgical cemetery turned a page in a Spiderman comic and sent her to the rear of the yard in search of a right front seat to match the one her bad little child had peed on.


  Next to a pyramid of tires, the old Geo sat like an abandoned pet. Belle started with the trunk, then moved to the glove box and seats. Nothing, not a gum wrapper, parking ticket stub, or roll-up-the-rim-and-win coffee cup. Even the jack was cleaned and oiled. Anni had been too fastidious to have laid a trail to her murderer. Then folded up in the visor, the edge of an envelope caught her eye. No inscription, nothing inside, just a fine cream paper alien to a society which had traded ink and stationery for prosaic e-mail. Into her pocket it went as she headed for the gate, calling over her shoulder, “Wrong colour.”


  Following the paper trail, she dropped into the nearby Staples, a megalith threatening to eliminate the smaller office supply stores. Such disloyalty it was to deal there, but the prices and selection were unbeatable. Every time she entered with the firm intention of buying a small box of computer disks, she exited with exotic coloured pens, plastic file organizers, and once, an ergonomic chair cancelling a week’s profits.


  A slow learner, she cruised the aisles like a magnet out of control, attracting a battery-operated pencil sharpener for Miriam, then depositing it with chagrin in a paper clip bin. “May I help you?” an older woman asked, permed raven hair unnaturally black but a motherly smile lightening her face.


  Belle produced the envelope. “Do you sell anything like this?”


  The woman smoothed it with admiring fingers and shook her head. “This is quality rag paper I used to see on special orders years ago in my old days at Muirhead’s Supply. ‘Vellum,’ they call it, though of course it isn’t. An unusually large size, too. We had a sample book for fine stationery. Ladies liked their personalized writing paper and envelopes.” She sighed as if recalling her wedding night. “A lost art now.”


  This affectation seemed wrong for sensible Anni, but who knew where the envelope might have come from? A gift, perhaps. Might have been sitting in a drawer since Trudeau left office. With no address, it hadn’t been sent through the mail.


  On the way home, Belle pulled into Tim Hortons, the premier chain of doughnut shops, even if it did ignore the apostrophe. Typically Canadian: immaculate and safe, but with an American gluttony of choices, the best of both worlds. Now in addition to at least twenty-five doughnut varieties as well as tea biscuits, pies and cakes, Tim’s offered soup, sandwiches, and even chili.


  As she ordered a coffee, a butterscotch pie caught her attention, a rich and frothy concoction that she’d never bother to make. Hélène might suspect, but she’d be too polite to comment. Delighted to find a discarded Sudbury Star on the table, she was turning to the real estate supplement to check her ads, make sure that “doll house” didn’t turn out “dull house” or that “three batrooms” didn’t appear, when suddenly she locked onto the bottom of the front page. “Teen Held on Lakeside Murder.” An unnamed young offender in Skead had confessed to the brutal killing of Anni Jacobs on Lake Wapiti. There were few details to this late-breaking nugget, just the note that he had a history of petty theft, including a robbery at the Skead Seniors’ Centre, and had spent time recently at Cecil Facer, a youth detention facility. Her face flamed as she crumpled up the paper and tossed it into a waste can. Why hadn’t Steve told her? What was she, chopped moose meat? Quick police work, though. Maybe he was at his desk dunking doughnuts and licking powdered sugar from his fingers.


  The DesRosiers were sitting on her front steps when she arrived home, Ed drawing designs in the gravel with his cane while Rusty, their chocolatey-red mutt, slurped water on the beach. “I told him you said six, but he didn’t believe me. Thinks the world eats on the dot of five like we do. Anyway, here’s some of my jerky. Cajun flavour.” Hélène said, placing a plump plastic bag in Belle’s hands.


  “Sorry, guys. I guess I cut it short. Why didn’t you go right in? You know where the liquor is. But everything’s made. Call me a miracle of time management.” She sniffed the present with delight while Rusty skidded up, exposing a pink belly with a pattern of bug bites. “I’ll have to fight Freya for this.”


  Scotch was poured around, and Belle shoved the combination of chicken, mushroom soup, artichoke hearts, mushrooms, onions and red peppers mixed with rotini into the oven for a complementary gratin in the final browning. Placing the last of Charles’ cheese assortment onto the coffee table with a box of crackers, she flopped onto the couch and looked warmly at her best friends. Ed, a retired plumber, had just hit sixty-five. Chained lovingly to an excellent cook, Ed battled an extra forty pounds which pushed his stomach over his belt. His svelte wife, younger by a few years, was immune to the results of her delicious efforts.


  “I seen in the paper where Anni’s killer confessed,” he said, shifting his sore hip and biffing crackers to the dogs. “Always knew it’d be some dope-crazed kid.”


  “Didn’t say he was on drugs, Ed,” Hélène broke in. “Plain old robbery attempt, most like.”


  Belle scowled into her glass, letting the smoky Highland ether braise her throat. She was glad to have splurged on J&B. “I read about it. And Steve’s going to have to answer. Left me in the dark after all I’d been through. I can still see her body. So small, like a broken toy.”


  Hélène gave her a look which could signal “womanly support” from across a hockey rink. “I wish I had known her better, but Anni kept to herself.” She glanced pointedly at her husband. “Wish some others would. I can’t tell you how many men, married men, make my kitchen a doughnut shop. And you encourage them, Ed.” She poked his ample paunch.


  “I’m still confused about that splashy van,” Belle added, finishing her drink. “How in the world could she have afforded it?”


  “Some change,” Ed said with an affable snort. “She either scored on the trifecta at Sudbury Downs, or...” He paused as their eyes grew sceptical. “She was growing wacky tobaccy in that garden, or...she was blackmailing someone.” Tension-breaking laughs followed over the Peyton Place nature of the road where everyone knew everything and nothing. The pie fulfilled its mandate, and, to Belle’s mixed feelings, the casserole vanished without the benison of leftovers for the chef.


  “Forgot to tell you. We’re getting a pontoon boat next week. Ed woke up long enough to put in a new bathroom and kitchen over at St. Bernadine’s,” Hélène said as Ed nodded proudly. “You’ll have to come for a ride.”


  “One of those...” Belle caught the pleased look on Hélène’s face and changed “monsters” to “party barges.” The image of a Cleopatran majesty with all its riotous implications seemed far from her friends’ needs. And yet, perhaps not. With grown sons and grandchildren expected hourly, they weren’t out for a fast time, just a leisurely one.


  When the DesRosiers left promptly at nine, Belle pounded Steve’s number with a vengeance. She could hardly keep froth from her lips. With no answer, she slunk to bed, shrinking her anger into a tiny black walnut by surrendering to routine. Into her Adolphe Menjou filigreed holder from the MGM Studios gift shop went one of five nightly cigarettes. On their last trip to the Florida theme parks after her mother died, her father had snapped his Visa card like a roué to buy a bit of nostalgia.


  Freya scrabbled after chipmunks in her sleep. Lucky animal didn’t need tranquillizers, but she didn’t have bills, deadlines and a murdered neighbour. Belle poured a Scotch and hunted for a book. Usually she bucked the seasons, James Lee Burke’s steamy New Orleans jambalaya in January and cold fare in July. The night was unusually warm for northern Canadian summers where a light duvet was often necessary. She gazed at the framed silhouette of her mother, caught in time at what must have been Belle’s present age. Now the daughter grew older than the image she addressed each night. “The old man’s about the same. You should have talked me into becoming a nurse...I mean a doctor.” She sighed. “But high school chemistry axed that idea. Give me moles over mols.” Turning to her book, she dipped her feet into the frigid Arctic waters of Dana Stabenow’s Alaska adventure.


  SEVEN


  Still no answer at Steve’s house the next morning. Why didn’t he invest in a machine like the rest of the uncivilized world? Belle would read him the riot act soon enough. Meanwhile, a picnic at Surprise Lake sounded like a peaceful plan for a hot Saturday. With the aquarium, she had hiked there to trap minnows for her live eaters. But the pampered beasts had grown too fast, so she had donated the big boys to Science North, where they would enjoy a giant tank, and given the rest to Popeye’s Pet Store. The delicate little discus had been the last to go. How she missed their luminous blue stripes and dainty acrobatics at feeding time.


  At the schoolbus turnaround where the path began, she noticed Nick Delvecchio’s old Ford truck. Half an hour later, Surprise Lake spread out like a painting from Tom Thomson and the Group of Seven gang, whose daring interpretations had galvanized Canadian art. Shimmering aquamarine water and spiky black spruce were framed by light green poplars and birch. At the far end, a huge beaver dam held water from the bubbly creek and allowed enough depth for a lodge. Her fast clip had outpaced the bugs; now the blackflies dived for the tender space behind her ears while a mosquito inserted a tiny syringe into her sweaty arm. “Whose blood, I wonder? And no side order of the West Nile virus, please,” she said as she mashed the insect. A plastic bag held a hooded bug shirt saturated with dope. After the first few heady moments when the chemicals hit her nose, the loose mesh shirt allowed freedom from the discomfort of heavy clothes. Noticing that Freya was shaking her head and nipping her flanks, she rubbed a few drops of repellent into the exposed flesh on her ears and pink groin, prime insect real estate.


  Out of the backpack came lunch, an eight-foot sausage lasso, banana and soda water. The meat label alarmed her. Best before 2006? What comprised this petrified stuff from Chicago, hog butcher of the world? Pork, beef, salt, sugar, cayenne pepper. So far so good, but then sodium ascorbate, sodium bicarbonate, followed by more sodium, this time in tandem with nitrite and nitrate. Cheaper than day rates but worrisome. “A little knowledge...” she corrected herself, “a little learning is a dangerous thing.” Still, she champed down half and gave the attendant dog the rest.


  While Freya splashed after frogs and chased chippies up trees, Belle parked under a sheltering white pine, relishing the sudden breeze which dispersed the mosquitos. The air was redolent with the spicy fragrance of Labrador tea leaves. At hand was a patch of delicate pink lady slippers, their tumescent bulbs streaked with crimson. A few unfurled fiddleheads poked up, delicious fried in butter, but dangerous to confuse with the feathery bracken which invited digestive problems. Along the edge of the swamp swooped a great blue heron, wings a graceful metronome. Perhaps it nested high in the Jack pines where she spied a dark mass. Though usually this largest of birds shied away from people, in the mists of an early morning, one had posed on her rock wall like an exiled prince. Throughout the woods, the distinctive calls of white-throated sparrows played a lively symphony, males beckoning females or staking out their territory.


  Is Anni missing this, she wondered? Or forging new paths in the undiscovered land from which no traveller returns? For a moment she wished that she had brought her friend here, repaid a fraction of the wisdom and reverence for nature passed on by the mage who knew where the wild clematis grew. Belle felt at home in the bush, far safer than glancing over her shoulder on the midnight streets of Toronto, but the recent violence pressed upon her Eden like a nameless evil. Why was she so nervous? The killer had been caught. She jumped as a noisy whiskey-jack claimed its territory. Too many lurking horror movies. Soon she’d be seeing the Creature from the Black Lagoon waving scaly hands among the lily pads, ooze seeping from its gaping mouth.


  Belle shuffled lunch debris into the backpack and whistled for the dog, sorry at the result. Freya had paddled into slime and needed a bath in clean water. Before heading back, she followed old blazes marking an overgrown trail to the lake, fringed with purple stalks of pickerelweed. Kneeling, she leaned cautiously and drew a plant forward to plumb its secrets. Another week to blossom. She ran gentle fingers over a hummingbird’s nest in the crook of an alder, the clever weavings of twigs, birch bark and soft feathers sheltering a clutch of pea-sized eggs.


  Gazing down the shore following the skimming takeoff of a merganser duck, she noticed something alien disturbing the natural splendour with the abruptness of a fast food billboard. Leaning against a tall pine tree was a crude homemade wooden ladder leading to a platform ten feet above, just enough space for one person to play lord of the lake. Looped at the top was a birch bark cone any Northerner would recognize as a homemade moose caller. Belle pounded the scaly trunk with her fist, absorbing the painful abrasions as a sickening feeling crawled over her. Now the hunters had invaded her home. Maybe they were from the bear-baiting site, stocking more game for their freezers.


  “I hear you, Anni,” she said in a low voice full of contempt. “Tomorrow this place is coming down.”


  With the blistering pace back, Freya lagged behind with wayward sniffs. At a juncture, Belle nearly crashed into a hiker. “Sorry,” she said without looking, irked at another intruder. It was Nick Delvecchio. His great-uncle Sal had run traplines on the far end of Surprise Lake. Every April when the trail cleared, Nick’s battered truck with a British Columbia plate parked at the turnaround. He stayed in the old camp until the first flurries of late October, ruling out the possibility that he was a student, though his fresh face placed him under twenty-five. Shy and reclusive, he rarely spoke to anyone, but meeting Belle in the ambience of the woods seemed to relax his guard. Usually he carried an expensive backpack, sported two-hundred-dollar hiking boots, and wore a Rolex, she had noted with envy. Once settled in, he made few trips to town. Sharp eyes on the lake had led to speculation about his isolation. “On the lam from authorities,” Ed had decided one beery night, wiggling his bushy eyebrows to reinforce his theory.


  “Come on. The last place to hide would be the house of a relative,” Belle said. “Do you know the Delvecchios?”


  He shook his head. “Not very well. Old Sal used to trap beaver and fox around World War Two, when my Uncle Louis was logging out that way. Never saw much of him. Camp had been boarded up for years until young Nick showed up.”


  Catching her breath, she pointed to his shotgun. “Hello, Nick,” she said with a hint of anger. “You’re not the one put up that moose perch at the other end of the lake, are you?”


  “That’s been there for about a week. Heard someone hammering. I’m no big gamer, though. Can’t store meat without a fridge.” He mocked a sight into a tree toward a small cooing. “Partridge pie. Makes a break from pasta.”


  “Got to lead the bird, though. Otherwise you’re picking shot out of your teeth.” She gave him a wave and continued down the path. What was Nick’s source of income? Seasonal job? A remittance man? Some went so far as to suspect him of the occasional thefts along the road, but she doubted it. A few fish, some dead-and-down wood for cold fall nights, he took only what he needed from the bush. Maybe she’d hike in a loaf of fresh bread and wangle an invitation. What did the mystery man do on those long evenings with no electricityand scant room in the pack for books or magazines? Perhaps he was a writer, the old-fashioned kind.


  When she had soaped Freya to decency at home, tossing a tennis ball into the lake for her rinsing and hoping that no neighbours would spot the detergent scum, Belle turned to the garden she had planted June 5th, still risky at that late date. The lettuce and spinach, early risers, were greening nicely. Another two weeks to a salad crisper than any supermarket cello-pack. Carrots, beets, peas, beans, broccoli, zucchini and tomatoes would provision her through Labour Day, and she might even summon energy to can the rest. The asparagus patch had been slowed by the short growing season. “Three years and nothing larger than a piece of spaghetti,” she said with a growl. Perhaps she should have baptized it with a chamber pot like an old hippie friend from university who swore by natural nitrogen. Though she shovelled bags of pasteurized moo poo onto her gardens with religious fervour, Belle resisted chemical weed and feed stuff, fearful that residue would leach into the drinking water.


  As she walked under the deck to the basement patio doors, a swooping form made her duck. On one of the high joists sat a nest with barely enough room for a fat red-breasted robin with accusing black eyes. Five other beams held nests in graduated stages of construction. Apparently this dimwit couldn’t determine the original site, so had covered her bets. “Some of us aren’t cut out for motherhood,” Belle said, heading for a beer. Five pages into Canadian Gardening, she heard a crunch on the gravel.


  A dapper figure in a Panama hat strolled down the driveway. It was Charles Sullivan, bearing a box of peat pots. “Cherry tomatoes,” he said, depositing his gifts in the shade. “Had a couple extra. Wanted to wish you a happy Canada Day, too.”


  It was July 1st, the national holiday which stole a march on the Yanks’ 4th. She grinned, imagining their luscious globes exploding in her mouth like liquid starshine. “Never too many of those sweethearts. Trade you for a beer?”


  Drinking together, enjoying the quiet afternoon until a speedboat flew by trailing an inner tube with shrieking kids, they caught up on the road news. “I guess you heard about Anni Jacobs,” Belle said.


  “Yes, poor lady.” He shook his head. “Very shocking. I thought that I left violence behind in the city. It seems to have been a break-in. Glad they have the fellow in hand. What’s happened to young people these days?”


  After Belle told him about discovering Anni, he spoke in quiet recollection. “We met once at the mailboxes, cleaning up some flyers littering the ground. Had she any family?”


  “Only a nephew. Seemed decent. Likes dogs, anyway.” That was her character barometer, a tip-off in Undercurrent, where the angelic Robert Taylor had proved the villain instead of cleft-jawed bad boy Robert Mitchum.


  “Never trust anyone who doesn’t,” he agreed, picking up a Mr. Chile toy and inspecting its fiery tongue and bloodshot eyes before he gave it a squeak and sent Freya scrabbling across the deck.


  “Anni’d been bothered by hunters recently. Have you heard any gunfire? One trail heads off back of your property.”


  He frowned. “I wasn’t sure. Sound carries some nights and not others. Sunday at dawn I thought I heard a shot or two.”


  “That ties in with the new moose perch I discovered today. Don’t go hiking in there unless you’re wearing red.”


  “Walking the road’s my limit. Fewer surprises from man or beast. Say, I came to ask you for supper. Pork baby back ribs. I found the best little meat store. Tarini’s, it’s called.”


  Belle slapped the table in mock exasperation. “Not again. I haven’t repaid you for the last feast.” But her wilful stomach had a greedy mind of its own.


  As the western sky layered a Neapolitan ice cream parfait of pinks and blues across billowing vanilla whipped cream clouds, shortly after six, she eased the Grummon canoe into the water and clamped the mighty 1.2 horsepower to the side bracket. Sounded like a blender grinding coffee beans, but it cruised across the lake on a cup of gas.


  Passing a dozen properties, she waved at people in their yards or on docks, some hoisting a beer in friendly response and motioning her in. Flags were flying, including the occasional Québecois fleur-de-lys, a New Brunswick provincial banner, and even the stars and stripes. Charles rushed to help her tie up, and soon she was sitting in her usual lawn chair, listening to Mahler’s tones issue from the cottage windows, licking sticky sauce from her fingers in contentment and feeling as if they had been friends for years. “Dirty rice, too, Monsieur Prudhomme. I wouldn’t eat chicken livers any other way. What other talents do you have?”


  The comical expression on his face pinked by sun lent a Puckish look. “Oh, a talent to amuse, I hope.”


  She glanced around in wonderment. “I doubt Noel Coward did landscaping and carpentry. You have this place pretty spruce. New siding on the boathouse, the garden starting to burgeon. And is that a sauna you’re building?” With unselfconscious flair, she pointed a rib bone toward a framed structure behind the house.


  He gestured like a prospective father. “A four-seater. You’ll get to inaugurate it next week if the stove arrives. Special order from Toronto.”


  “Count on me for the birch switches,” she added, which brought a clearing of throat which she interpreted as embarrassment. Perhaps she had gone too far. Suggestive banter was second nature to her neighbours, but Charles would have been more at home in Jane Austen’s Pump Room. To change the subject, she proposed an après-souper canoe ride to a special place.


  “It’s only half an hour with the motor. You’ll sit in front, so you won’t go deaf from my little monster. And I always carry two life jackets.”


  “I had been hoping you’d ask. Lead on.”


  He went to the house, returning with a large paper bag and field glasses. Belle was glad that he seemed to have good balance entering the canoe. It wouldn’t have been the first time someone had capsized beside a dock. Due to his greater weight, however, the nose was riding low, so to correct the trim she lugged a large stone from the shore, tucking it under her seat. A power boat with an engine the size of a Chevy truck’s blasted by, eroding the beach with huge wakes. Why didn’t they haul those three-bedroom hogs to Lake Huron? God knows what they did secretly with the effluent from the head. As the waves calmed and Charles pushed off, she pulled the starter cord. He covered his ears in mock protest.


  “I know it’s noisy, but twelve pounds is all I can muscle. Besides, if you want to see scenery, really see it, you have to go slowly.”


  No cottages dotted this quarter of the lake. Rough terrain and lack of access roads kept it as wild and breathtaking as when Champlain had canoed down the nearby French and Pickerel Rivers to Georgian Bay and lost his astrolabe. With the noise of the motor, conversation was impossible, but Charles sat alert, scanning with the binoculars while his smile widened in pleasure. She circled a few rocky islands stopping at a shoal less than a foot above water. One gnarled Jack pine leaned with the prevailing wind direction like a faithful sentinel.


  “Flowergull Island. My biological microcosm. I come here from time to time to see what’s landed and taken root. Smaller than my deck, but you can see daisies, blue flag irises and one pale corydalis. Oh, and a Saskatoon berry bush. The nesting gulls help fertilize.” Charles followed her directions with interest, as if he welcomed any knowledge about his new world.


  She headed toward the shore again, aiming for one of the long, narrow inlets. Soon they were cozying in beneath rugged cliffs shooting up a hundred feet, tapered into the forest where huge chunks of granite had fallen. Often she climbed among these giant’s building blocks, always aware that a fall might break her leg. Why did most memorable experiences contain a frisson of danger? “Raven Cliff, I call it,” she said. “You can barely see a nest below that twisted cedar. The fledglings are gone.”


  He trained his glasses to the right with a curve on his lips. “We might have another. Look on that shelf under the pine.”


  A shadow with long, pointed wings and a narrow tail swept past. “We’chew,” was its call, followed by a series of “cackcacks” and a wailing note. Belle whistled softly. “Peregrine falcons, aka duck hawks, a less dramatic name. Always noisy near the eyrie. They’re documented on the northeast side of the lake, but this is a first. I’ll have to tell my birder friends from Shield University to bring their summer classes here.”


  Tying up at a spar of weathered cedar, they wiggled their fingers at curious bass which peered up through the clear water. Charles sighed ruefully. “A semper paratus lesson. No tackle again. I can see I’m going to have to get a boat, too, if I want to do some serious fishing.”


  Pleasant time passed with the gentle rocking of the canoe. A breeze sifting down the inlet kept off the bugs, and the smell of ripening blueberries drifted from the peaty hills. They were worlds away from raucous music or roaring boats, only the lonesome cries of seagulls in the distance. Belle stared mesmerized at the cliffs, matching the geometric holes to the massive pieces below. As she rotated a hunk the size of an elevator in a familiar mind game, an idea occurred to her.


  “Charles, do you know much about collectibles?”


  He met her eyes with a helpful expression. “I have that Toby jug. Or do you mean stamps and coins?”


  “Not so ordinary. Have you ever heard of a market for puzzles? Jigsaw puzzles?”


  A quizzical expression crossed his face. “As a matter of fact, yes. When I was wedded to cable in the city, I used to watch a show on the FX channel. Ran the gamut from Elvis memorabilia to cigarette lighters to antique banks. You name it, and some fool’d have a passion, and speaking of passions...” He pulled out a bottle, along with two mugs, pouring with aplomb. “This is one treasure I brought from Ottawa. Quinta de Vargellas ’55. Unblended, of course. It is said to have the essence of, well, can you guess?”


  Sherry again, from the description and colour. That binge at Anni’s was fresh in her mind, yet she couldn’t refuse his thoughtful gesture. Belle reached for the mug reluctantly, but found herself inhaling its promise, a light and ambrosial spring bouquet. “Could it be violets?” she asked.


  He nodded like a satisfied mentor. “But here I am interrupting you. What were you saying about puzzles?”


  “Just remembering a hobby of Anni’s. She collected jigsaw puzzles. Framed them on her walls.”


  “Is that so? I had one of Buck Rogers,” he confessed with a chuckle. “Used to be a card-carrying member of his fan club.”


  “A few older ones might be valuable. Her nephew Zack’s starting out in business and might appreciate the information.”


  The sun had dipped behind the hills, leaving coolness in the air. From far away, small bursts of fireworks began. They looked toward the marina, where fountains of red and white sparks showered from the sky. “Time to go, I guess.” Pushing off, she pulled the starter cord. An ominous click made her wince. “It’s stubborn sometimes. Never failed me yet, though.” A harder yank brought only a spastic chug. Uttering a generous selection of Miriam’s minced oaths, Belle adjusted the choke, checked the gas, and jiggled the cord before trying again. Finally a roar broke the stillness, but she cocked her head. “This motor sounds fun...” Her hand shot forward in a reflexive grab as the 1.2 headed for the bottom. With her arm nearly wrenched out of its socket, soaked to the shoulder, she hauled the motor into the boat, setting it down gently and bending over the gunwale in bewilderment to inspect the wooden bracket. “It split in half. Dry rot, I guess.”


  Charles was a statue of relieved horror, frozen in his seat. Then they both started laughing. “Quite the timing. At least you saved your little friend. What now?”


  She picked up a paddle and gestured. “Old-fashioned elbow grease.”


  Thanks to a cooperative tailwind, they made their way back in an hour. Several times Belle was forced to turn the canoe into the wake of a thoughtless powerboater to avoid swamping. Up and down went the prow, soaking Charles with spray. He brushed his eyes and reset his cap, the image of the Old Man and the Sea. Belle could have sworn that he took a slug of the sherry, perhaps in homage to Papa Hemingway, and he insisted on singing boating songs. Her unsteady alto joined his baritone in “Paddling Madeline Home.”


  As they rounded the final point, a vast and slow-moving craft emerged from the darkness, spotlights crisscrossing the water like a patrol boat. “Ahoy, the canoe. Is that you, Belle?” yelled a familiar voice.


  So that was the party barge. Only on Edgewater Road would a rescue party be dispatched so fast. Yet she knew Ed and Hélène caught everything from their deck. They’d never forgotten that summer twenty years ago when their three cousins had drowned, buried in a black storm. “We’re fine. Some motor trouble.”


  “Saw you go by such a long time ago. Barometer’s falling. Thought we’d check. Glad you’re safe and sound,” he called, and the barge moved sedately away, heading for anchorage.


  EIGHT


  That night Steve called. Before he could finish a sentence, Belle interrupted. “Thanks for telling me about arresting Anni’s murderer. I thought you were going to keep me posted.”


  He sighed and muffled the receiver, though Belle could hear him call out with an apology in his voice. “I won’t be long, hon. Start Heather’s bath.” If he could drag his feet on filling her in, perhaps she wouldn’t be as forthcoming in the future.


  While she seethed, a chair squeaked, and he continued. “Don’t blow a gasket on me. Here’s why I didn’t bother telling you. Sure, the paper reported a confession, but it’s a dud.”


  She lifted a dubious eyebrow. “A dud? You mean you can’t make the charge stick?”


  “If confession were good for the soul, Chris Ralston would be in heaven by now. Give him the IQ of a smashed pumpkin or a duffer’s golf score, same difference.”


  “But it all fit. Skead’s just across the lake. And that Seniors’ Centre. Maybe Anni had visited there. Word gets around about old ladies living alone. What’s the story on him?”


  “Sometimes he gets into trouble on his own, or sneaks out after dark to meet friends. On their daddies’ quads, he and his buddies cruise the roads looking for entertainment. Got probation for some mischief with a closed-up cottage this spring. Broke a window and guzzled the rye that was left. Place was pretty well hidden by trees, but they got seen by a wildlife photographer bushwhacking. Other times he hears a few details of a crime and makes up the rest. When his parents question him, he breaks down and bawls. Then, like good citizens, they call us.”


  She snorted in disbelief. “That’s a new one. So what tied him to Anni?”


  “Day after the murder, he started bragging to some Grade Nines at his school like he was living in a television show. Stupid, eh? Luckily one of them told a teacher. Guess teenagers aren’t all bad.”


  “But you don’t believe his story?”


  “Can’t. His parents have an alibi for him a mile long.”


  “First they turn him in, now an alibi. How credible is that?”


  “Sure as Salvation. His mother’s a preacher, and they were all in their pew at church that night singing ‘Amazing Grace.’ Iron clad in the Lord.” He paused. “Sorry you got confused by the paper. I warned the reporter not to print it, but she was a gung-ho rookie fresh out of Nickel City College.”


  So cancel the easy answer about Anni’s case. Back to zero, square one. The more she thought about the hunters, the less she imagined that the moose perch belonged to a murderer. Who would be stupid enough to return to the scene and pot more game? Her thoughts turned back to the house, the puzzles she had discussed with Charles. Blessing the technology that had linked her isolated Northern community to the outer world, Belle went to the computer room and logged onto Ebay, selecting “Collectibles.” Maybe this was the place to advertise those Royal Doulton white elephants her mother had left her. Gracious ladies in flowing gowns didn’t belong in Belle’s cosmos, though the impressive St. George and Broken Lance could stand guard. Postings covered Fritos chip racks, Jackie O catalogs, and the elusive bakelite bird napkin rings, so she wasn’t surprised to find a heading on “Nineteenth-Century Toys.” The seller was offering, among metal banks and china head dolls, a jigsaw puzzle of the Crystal Palace during the Great Exhibition of 1851. A thousand dollars, and Anni’s picture pre-dated that by a good fifty years.


  Belle picked up the phone again. “Charles, I need your discriminating eye. I want to check Anni’s collection. And by the way...” She explained about the boy’s false confession, realizing as she spoke, that Zack was back in the picture.


  When she reached him the next day, Zack was cooperative about the visit. Why not? As the heir, he had a selfish interest in adding to his auntrimony, or whatever it was called. He met them that evening at the lake, sighing elaborately. “I swear those lawyers delay things deliberately to pad their fees. Probate’s still not completed, but the police have given me permission to stay here. Some question of keeping the property safe. It’s better for the dogs, too.” As he opened the Firefly’s creaky door and they pounded out after a chipmunk, he stroked the shiny van with a fondness that made her cringe. “Too bad I’ll have to wait on this beauty.”


  With footsteps hollow on the polished wood floor, Belle felt that the proud house’s spirit seemed to have withered in the absence of its owner. All but the hardy cactus plants lay brown and sere. Anni had helped Cece fashion this home, woven herself into the very fibres. Now the slow ticking of a shiny brass century clock marked time where measurement no longer mattered. Or perhaps it did. That was why Belle had come.


  “Never thought twice about those puzzles,” Zack said. “I just checked for the stereo system, the boat motor and stuff. She didn’t own any guns.”


  “The Internet quoted a thousand dollars for a good Victorian example. Even portraits of Shirley Temple could finance a vacation in Bermuda,” Belle said.


  “Aunt Anni had something like that?” His uneasy look lacked credibility. “I knew some were old, but I thought she collected them as a kid.”


  Step by step, they examined the puzzles on the walls and those boxed in the spare room. Nothing caught her attention. “I’m pretty sure that’s all,” Zack said, sneezing at the dust as he pulled his head out of the closet. “She wouldn’t have kept any in the shed where the damp might have ruined them.”


  “I’m no expert,” Charles observed quietly. “You would likely have to take the collection to Toronto or Ottawa, but there might be some money here from the right buyer. I wouldn’t mind that delicate Japanese one myself as a curio.”


  Zack’s eyes lit up. “How much would you...”


  His voice trickled off as Belle drew close to the wall, looking at an ordinary framed print of Paul Peel’s “After the Bath,” youngsters standing naked in front of a cozy fire. Innocent pre-pubescence rendered in chiaroscuro. Probably get a child pornography rap today. A light margin around the picture indicated that a larger object had been removed. “Where’s that Pilgrim’s Progress? That was her prize. It was here over the sofa.” She wheeled accusingly. “Zack?”


  He sat down with a gasp as if suddenly asthmatic. “It’s at my place. I need money to buy stock for my store.” His voice grew petulant, like a querulous squirrel deprived of a juicy nut. “Aunt Anni left everything to me anyway.”


  “Since you profess to be such a novice, may I ask why you chose that one in particular?” Charles said sharply, in a credible imitation of Frederic March in “Inherit the Wind.”


  Zack reached across the coffee table and swiped at some dust. “She boasted that it cost her a month’s pension. I was going to cruise the antique stores in Toronto. A couple of them expressed interest over the phone. Sure it was wrong, but I couldn’t lose out a second time. Even a thousand dollars would give me a start on a bunch of used CDs. I have to be ready to roll. Liquidation opportunities don’t come along every day.” He agreed to return the puzzle if they kept the matter private...and he promised to water the plants faithfully.


  “We’re probably doing the wrong thing, letting him off on a judgment call,” Belle confided to Charles over coffee on her deck. “He’s such a jerk, almost pitiful sometimes. I’m revising my dog lover theory.”


  “Yes,” he said, the mellow glow of fire in the sunset reflected in his kind hazel eyes. “It is hard to imagine the callow fellow as a suspect. From what I’ve learned of Mrs. Jacobs, she could have juggled five characters like him. What a sad excuse for a nephew. Family ties spelled only a source of money. That disheartens me.”


  Belle hadn’t heard him speak so frankly of personal concerns. “Sounds like family is important to you, Charles. Do you have relatives up here? You’ve never mentioned anyone.”


  “Mother and Dad are gone now, of course. My older brother was killed at Dieppe. Just turned nineteen. And my only sister died years ago. Leukemia. As for friends, I’ve always been a private man.” He spoke so softly that she had to strain at the words. “Not that I seek isolation, though. The worst punishment in the world is being cut off from family and friends. But that’s a different idea entirely.”


  “Like prison, you mean. I’d hate to see us get like the States. Building bigger and better jails seems to be fueling their economy.”


  “Sometimes vengeance seems so belated that it’s purposeless. What about those ninety-year-old remnants of the Third Reich sent back to Europe to stand trial?”


  She paused at the idea of law vs. justice, her usual argument with Steve. “Dragged out of nursing homes. They deserve punishment, but at their age, it seems a useless exercise.” A change of subject seemed in order. This was getting too morose. “What was your profession, Charles? You came from the capital, so I presume you might have had a government job like half the town.”


  “Just a boring old auditor for a paint company. Nothing romantic or exciting. But no one wants to see him coming to check the books, you can bet on that. Persona non grata, even for the innocent ones.” He clucked and shook his finger. “Quaking in their boots that I’d make a mistake. Never did, though. Numbers are ruthlessly amoral, but they never lie.”


  She gave him a ride home, noticing as she turned that a lilac Cadillac had pulled into the lot next door. The Rogers family, Sophie and Earl, used their camp in summer for the occasional weekend or holiday. Though heavy bush separated their place from Charles’ quiet refuge, Belle winced to see a passel of dogs leap out. Last year there had been three, helter-skelter blends of collie, shepherd and lab. Now she counted six.


  The next morning’s unfinished chores found her at a shop which specialized in assistive devices, the endless varieties of canes, walkers, wheelchairs and scooters which were multiplying exponentially along the streets and in the malls of graying Sudbury. Doncaster Medical sold a gel cushion the nurses had suggested for her father. So many consecutive hours even in a padded chair was hard on old bones. For $150 she received a square plastic pillow filled with the space-age ingredient that plumped bicycle seats. “I can give you a good price on a hospital bed. Special rates for nursing homes,” the young female clerk said with an expression as mild as buttermilk.


  Belle’s heart turned over at the pathetic image, and she whispered, “No, not yet.” Call it short-sightedness, even denial, but why rush the man to complete helplessness? Soon enough he might be sentenced to an official Procrustean hospital bed, the system in crisis, institutional pap meals trucked in from Ottawa, rumours went.


  Parcel under her arm, she walked several blocks back to Brewster Street to find her van happily intact. Every town had a dark and musty basement, collecting the trappings of failures in an evil seine, those poor souls who didn’t have a shack of their own to celebrate Welfare Wednesday. All their slender needs were met within a few hundred yards. Shabby hotels and rooming houses, cheap apartments, pawn shops, check-cashing outlets, fly-blown restaurants with bargain breakfasts, and, of course, bars for every lowlife preference.


  A tall man shambled towards her, head bowed, long black hair matted with grime. Despite the ripped jeans, stained leather vest, and filthy T-shirt, he reminded her of Steve. Undercover work? Should she speak to him? Belle cleared her throat pointedly, but he walked past, tripping scuffed boots on a piece of lockstone pavement lifted in the winter frost. As he fell to his knees with a grunt, she turned instinctively to hold out a hand, but he lurched off, covering his ears as a train blasted by, his mouth a frame of silent pain like Munch’s screamer’s. Quite the thespian. Steve had never mentioned acting in high school plays or amateur theatre. Unshaven for days, too. Poor Janet. And that ratty hair looked so real. Then she detected raw fumes of rum. What the police suffered for verisimilitude.


  On the weekend, it was time to keep her promise to Anni. That moose stand’s hours were numbered. Having set her clock for an eye-opening five on Sunday morning and fueled up with hot coffee, she went alone into the woods to Surprise Lake, crowbar and flashlight under her arm, realizing with some trepidation that poachers liked early hours, too. As for Nick, how could he have been involved in setting it up? Moving a thousand pounds of moose quarters was too much of a job without a quad or a game trike.


  Once shielded by the hills, she flicked on her flashlight, eager to slip in and out as fast as possible in the role of eco-saint. Dawn was an unusual time for a hike, a new sensory experience with eerie, unidentifiable noises of nocturnal animals. Fortunately they sounded small, skunks or weasels perhaps, maybe foraging rabbits. Feet tuned to the familiar bumps and roots of the path, she slipped the cumbersome flashlight into a loop on her coat when the first rosy glints of sun broke the dark.


  Kaleidoscopic shards of light were penetrating the forest as she reached the perch and started dismantling the boards. Hastily erected, one nail where two should go, it fell apart quickly under the crowbar. Breaking into a sweat, she took off her coat and hauled the lumber into the woods, biffing it into a small ravine to lie concealed under thick cedars. Then as she turned, wiping her hands, she was startled by a strange movement. For a moment she couldn’t make out the shape in the shadows. Then as she approached, the picture cleared. Over a branch someone had draped a moose hock, which dangled in the rising wind, hair clinging to the scraps of skin in an obscene parody of Claudette Colbert’s shapely hitchhiking gam in It Happened One Night. A grotesque mockery? A drunken joke? Gingerly she removed the bones and buried them under leafmeal.


  Halfway back, satisfied at her demolition, moving as quickly as her thoughts, at one open stretch she stopped for breath at the bottom of a hill. A soft pounding made her turn her head. Looking up, she gasped. Two cubs were rollicking toward her, eight paws hitting the ground in three-quarter time. Emergency advice flashed across her brain, all ignored. Nowhere to run, nowhere to hide, nowhere to climb. And bears climbed well, too, especially agile cubs. A mere fifty feet from her, a bark stopped them, and they turned to look at Mother, appearing over the ridge. With disappointed bleats, they followed her into the deep bush. Belle fell to her knees, still holding the crowbar like a useless sword, and forced herself to wait until they had cleared the area. Then she limped home on a prayer.


  NINE


  Steve had invited her for lunch at the new Szechuan place downtown. With Janet and Heather on an all-day bus trip to Canada’s Wonderland, perhaps he was lonely, or better yet, had information about Anni. As usual, he was late, so she entertained herself with the drink menu. Its tempting pictures brought back a childhood in Toronto, the occasional treat of a Chinese dinner at the elegant Lichee Gardens. Her mother would let her choose an exotic cocktail and try a clandestine sip. Feeling sentimental and expansive, Belle ordered a zombie. Valuing time over manners, she gave the waitress their order.


  “Don’t choke on the paper parasol,” Steve said minutes later, shedding his leather Sudbury Wolves jacket and easing long legs into the padded booth. “Another salt mine like those margaritas at Pepe’s?”


  “A zombie. Self-explanatory. Anyway, how’s Heather? All of our conversations lately have been about murder. You haven’t filled me in on the joys of parenthood.”


  “She’s fine. Remember how we sweated about the possibilities of fetal alcohol damage? Too young for the definitive tests when we got her. But scratch that now.”


  “What do you mean?”


  He flashed a two-thumbs up reply to match his grin. “What’s to test? She finished at the top of her class.”


  “They rank them in junior kindergarten? Poor babies.” She sipped her expensive experiment and grimaced at the syrupy overkill. Heather had been adopted at three from an abusive family. Now she’d have more love and attention than Belle’s first pup. Some things were right with the world. “I’m really glad. When I babysat for you and brought Freya, she seemed happy and confident.”


  “You were right about the bonding. Once she saw that Janet trusted me...” He gave her a resigned glance. “Don’t sweet-talk me to disguise your agenda. You want to know if we’ve made any progress with the Jacobs case. The answer is a big no. All the leads except Zack have petered out, unless somebody talks, which has been known to happen.”


  “Except Zack?” Had Steve found out about the missing jigsaw?


  “Claims he drove to Detroit to check out CDs, but the store he visited is closed. The owner went to South America for a month. And of course our nephew slept in his car. Too poor to spring for a motel.” He turned in surprise as the waiter set down a platter. “You ordered? Pretty nervy.”


  The hot-sour soup arrived, followed by spring rolls, roast duck with winter melon, braised pork and celery and sizzling shrimp. A large glass of ice water cut the sting, but her tears flowed. “Why do we do this to ourselves?” She was sure that Steve was summoning all of his macho to keep up. Maybe he had prepped with Maalox. No chiles remained on his plate while on hers they formed ziggurats.


  “How about the MNR? Any reports on bear mutilation?”


  He looked at his plate. “Glad I’ve finished eating. What I learned made me lose my taste for bear meat. Dick King in Kirkland Lake found four or five carcasses already. He’s had some luck tracing connections to herbalists in Toronto or Vancouver. Wouldn’t mean much, though. You could FedEx a package anywhere in a day. And guess what? It used to be legal in Ontario to possess bear parts, but not sell them. Makes some sense, eh?”


  “I shudder to ask, but what do they use the paws for?”


  “A gourmet soup. Especially a tender cub.”


  Coughing, she covered the last egg roll with her serviette. “Hunters are still in the area. I found a moose stand down by Surprise Lake on another trail. Lumber fresh enough to indicate that it was built this year. The big guys aren’t in season yet, but that makes no difference.” She paused and cocked her head, feeling a bit disloyal. No use leaving a turn unstoned. “And, there is this strange guy on our road.”


  Steve listened patiently to Nick’s description. “Worth a try. Can you get the number of that truck? I’ll check the registration with motor vehicle authorities and see if there’s anything to follow. Seems to me that he overstays the season. Suspicious for a young guy. All that first-rate gear, the Rolex and no apparent means of support, you say?”


  “Look, he seems like a decent person. I don’t want to get him into trouble.” Belle poured cups of steaming green tea to settle the meal. “One other thing. You weren’t doing undercover work on Brewster the other day, were you?”


  A dark cloud crossed his face as his large hand reached unsuccessfully for the tiny cup, splashing tea onto the linen tablecloth. “What are you talking about?”


  “I saw your doppelgänger. Your double. Maybe I shouldn’t have...”


  He tossed the serviette onto the mess. “Just like me, but drunk, right? Dressed like a bum.”


  Belle held her breath and counted to ten. If people were books, Steve read like a large-print thriller. “Did I ruin a setup? Were you undercover?”


  The tone of his voice assumed the burden of bitter resignation. “It’s my brother.”


  “You have a brother? You’ve only mentioned an older sister in the Sault, the one who helped you find Heather.”


  “I don’t like to think about Craig, much less talk about him. I’d say he’s da black sheep of da family, but it’s not a joke like the song.” His strained humour couldn’t disguise the conflict.


  “Sorry, Steve. It’s really none of my business,” she said without conviction, wishing that she could summon magic words to ease his pain.


  “You might as well know. Simple enough on the surface. Craig’s an alcoholic. Menial jobs back and forth across the country, far as I ever learned. I thought it was a good sign that he finally came here, even if I saw him panhandling.”


  “Sounds like he wanted to reach out. What went wrong?”


  “Maybe I tried too hard, playing social worker. I gave him the numbers for AA, the shelters and a couple of places for casual labour. No use. He’s lost, Belle, but...” Steve looked out the window to where a mother pushed a triple stroller. “When I left home for the navy, he was nearly twelve. What a smile he had, like a sunflower.” Near poetry for Steve, a solid man with little use for the trappings of language.


  She swallowed around a hard lump in her throat that no tannic tea would dissolve. “He was gone when you got back?”


  “Ran away from his school my first year in the navy. Didn’t like the formal discipline, I guess.” A happier recollection brought a slight smile to his face. “When I was his age, I lived with my Uncle Eddie in the bush working his trapline. Taught me to read and write with an Eaton’s catalogue.”


  “And you were out of touch all these years?”


  “No word, nothing. Once in a while a relative out west said that he’d been by, so at least we knew he wasn’t dead. But he never came home. Not even for Mom’s funeral.”


  “How can you help him if he won’t let you?”


  He picked up the discarded parasol and twirled it absently. Suddenly the frail stick snapped in his massive hands. “If I see him on the street, I pass him a few bucks. That’s all he’ll take. Won’t even come over for a meal. He’s so broken, a shadow in the night. I hope to God he gets enough food at the soup kitchens and maybe some medical attention. TB’s on the rise again, especially with our people. That’s how Mom died. She was only forty-five.”


  “You must feel helpless. But there are support groups, counselling.”


  “Not for him. I don’t even know where he sleeps, how he lives. Maybe that’s why I spend so much time with Big Brothers, because I can’t rescue my own.” He massaged the back of his neck as if to knead away an ache, then checked his watch. “I’m due at headquarters.” He flipped down a couple of twenties. “My turn this time, I think.”


  “And for the last five. I’m soft on public servants.”


  “Stay out of those woods for a while,” Steve yelled over his shoulder as they left. Good thing she hadn’t told him about her recent sabotage. He was wound up enough about his brother. What had started as a friendly chat had turned into an emotional roller coaster ride. Just as things were working out with Heather, the spectre of Craig was stalking the gray areas of Steve’s black and white life.


  At the office, Miriam had booked an appointment for Belle to take the Balbonis from Toronto out to the Kalmo property. They were in their early forties, junior managers at the Taxation Centre, one of the government transfusions which had injected new blood into the community as the mining base shrank with the increase in technological efficiency. Mark Balboni wore a crisp beige summer suit which made Belle wonder where she had last seen her iron. His wife was fresh and bouncy in a Laura Ashley shirtwaist and low-heeled pumps. “The house is close to the city,” she said as they drove. “Down 69 through the Valley and you’re there in half an hour.”


  “No more Metro gridlock. That’s one of the reasons Joanie and I jumped at the chance for a transfer.”


  His wife gave a tinkly laugh like ice cubes meeting ginger ale. “Our friends couldn’t believe that Mark and I would agree to move to a...” She paused, pulling out a compact to arrange a few stray hairs.


  “Mining town?” Belle asked with a wry smile. “Sudbury just cracked the top ten in the best cities in the country according to Canadian Living magazine.” Next week she would apply to the Chamber of Commerce for a grant.


  “We passed that big old stack. It doesn’t smell so bad,” Joan said, craning her neck, remarkably free of chicken skin for a woman her age. No lip lines. Collagen? Belle kept quiet, knowing that air quality in Sudbury was downright ethereal next to southern Ontario where a perpetual haze coiled over the Big Smoke like the wreath from Santa’s pipe in an old Coca Cola ad.


  Now that the owner had eaten the cost of the access road, the house was a bargain. Beamed ceilings, a California kitchen with island, expensive cabinets, quality ceramic tile, and easy-care Berber carpets. Two bathrooms, one with a Jacuzzi. A heat pump and air conditioning. Down south even on a puddly lake, double the price.


  “Looking good so far,” Mark said. “The boys would love the water. Make a great hockey rink, too. How’s ice time for youngsters up here? Are there many leagues?”


  “Sure thing,” Belle answered. “Midget, bantam, any age you want. And don’t forget our Sudbury Wolves. They could probably beat the Toronto Make Believes.”


  He frowned, scraping mud from his wingtip. “Did you read about that scandal at Maple Leaf Gardens, for Christ’s sake? Trading sticks for sex. That place was like a shrine to youngsters.” Over sixty victims had phoned in already, with three men in jail. Too bad the ringleader had died ten years ago.


  Despite the gigantic lunch, she cooked up one of the frugal gourmet’s recipes that night, fried bacon and onions, adding canned baked beans, a chopped apple, and a soupçon of maple syrup from the local érablière or sugarbush farm. Hearty French Canadian fare. Cheap, simple, packed with carbos for red-belted voyageurs who broke down at age forty packing two-hundred-pound loads for the Hudson Bay Company. Unable to decide what wine complemented maple syrup, she chose Dragon’s Breath beer, one of the many microbrews and exotic imports elbowing Labatt’s Blue to the side.


  On television, Spencer Tracy as Father Flanagan was insisting that there was no such thing as a bad boy. What an idyllic world, Boystown. The mailing campaigns with those heart-tugging pictures had created one of the world’s richest charities. Now anti-monopoly laws were demanding divestment of its holdings. Spencer would probably have gagged at the commercial monster his character’s noble efforts had fostered: “He ain’t heavy; he’s my brother.” Belle thought of Craig. Did he live on the street? What would happen to him when the icy winds of November shrieked across the Cambrian Shield? Unlike in Toronto, where people slept over heating grates or huddled with their loaded buggies in sheltered alleys, in Sudbury no one could stay outside in the winter, clear suicide at -40°C. What if she had a brother in trouble? Hard to imagine. Her parents had needed seven years to construct her before immaculate conception technology, too weary for a second try.


  “No such thing as a bad dog,” she said as the movie finished. Then before taking Freya for a walk, she checked her answering machine. Zack had left a message about a memorial dinner for Anni, so she headed down the road. As she approached, she could hear the whap-whap of the weed cutter over the ear-splitting burp of its motor. “Watch those feet,” she yelled as he mowed down a patch of tenacious ragweed. “Friend of mine ripped his toe off.”


  He tapped one steel-toed boot in answer. The dogs roiled around the corner in a mass of fur, arousing Freya’s herding instincts. Zack motioned her inside to the living room, where he disappeared for a moment and returned to pour from a dusty bottle. “Uncle Cece’s wine cellar. Says white burgundy. Thought it was all red.” He passed her a glass, then pointed to the wall. “I returned the picture.”


  Belle felt that the wine deserved a slight chill, but she glanced up in satisfaction at the scene. “It belongs there.”


  “I’m not a crook,” he said, giving the Nixon salute. “Just short on cash. Anyway, I know you like wildflowers, and I thought you might enjoy having Aunt Anni’s Peterson guide.” He reached into the bookcase and presented her with the memento, almost too eager to please.


  “Thanks. I’ll take good care of it. Anyway, about that memorial service. I’m not surprised that Anni wasn’t formal about religion. She wasn’t one of those who drove faithfully to church each Sunday.”


  “Think she’d gotten a bellyful of it somewhere. She read the Bible, but more as literature. Stories with lessons. Those...” He scratched his head, searching for words.


  “Parables?”


  “Sounds like it. Anyway, she said the woods were her cathedral. Sort of paganistic. A stuffy funeral would be the last thing she’d have wanted. Probably come back to haunt me.”


  Belle squelched the urge to correct his terminology, then laughed. “My mother never wanted a service either, only ‘Onward, Christian Soldiers’ on my trumpet. She died down in Florida where my parents retired. Later I played it on the deck, listening to it echo across the lake.”


  “Well,” he said, looking more serious and confident, “there won’t be a minister. Just a friendly meal. I reserved a banquet room at the Caswell, asked a few of the neighbours she mentioned, some woman at the Canadian Blood Services. Uncle Henry’s coming in from Montreal, poor old guy.” He showed her a small list. “Anyone else you can think of? That man you brought over? Charles?”


  “Charles Sullivan. I’ll give you his number. She might have had other friends in town, too. Were you using her address book?”


  He scratched his head, leaving a grass stain on his temple. “Don’t know where it’s gone. Always was by the phone. Little gold heart-shaped clasp. Mom gave it to her.”


  “Could the police have it?” she wondered. “You know, Zack, nothing in the present makes sense about her death. Maybe we should look to the past. Did she have a career?”


  “Quite a long one. Didn’t marry until her late forties. Back then she was a dental assistant. Gave Uncle Cece a cleaning and he came back for more.” He winked.


  “In Manitoba?”


  “Winnipeg. But before that she spent a year in western Ontario helping a dentist. Pretty rough conditions. She used to tease me about it whenever I complained about the weather. You’d think she had lived in a sod hut.”


  Travelling to the wilderness for a job was a familiar story in Canada. Belle’s mother had gone straight from normal school, the old-fashioned term for teachers’ college, to Prince Albert, Saskatchewan, boarding with a Ukrainian family and carrying mashed potato sandwiches in her lunches. The limitless vistas of the prairies had made her so uncomfortable in a mountain setting that even one night on her honeymoon in Banff left her breathless.


  Belle tucked the book under her arm, whistled for the dog and headed home. How odd that one conspicuous item had disappeared from the house. An item with names and places. Had Anni misplaced it in her recent forgetfulness? Such problems weren’t the exclusive terrain of the elderly. Once Belle had stored a container of fishing worms on the pantry shelf. Not for long, though.


  Going home, she met Ed on his all-terrain quad, tooling around in hopes of borrowing a screw gun for drywall installation. “Hey,” he said, tapping his cane to coax Freya to jump. “See you lost that flashlight.”


  Belle gave a comical smile and tapped her head in an absent-minded gesture. She hadn’t thought about it since she had returned from her Seek and Destroy mission. Probably fell out of her jacket when she took it off. “Did you find it on the trail to Surprise Lake?”


  “Don’t have no time for picnics. Hélène’s on my butt to finish the basement. A young guy knocked at the door with a yellow model with a nick like yours. Thought you’d dropped it on the road. I gave him your name and house number. Didn’t he stop by?”


  An icy dagger tickled its point down her spine, despite the warm night. “You told him my name? Jesus, Ed.”


  “What’s up?” He looked sheepish.


  “I tore down a moose stand the other morning. Must have dropped the light.”


  “How come? Moose hunting’s legal in the fall. Maybe someone’s getting ready.”


  “These are people’s backyards. Let the hunters go up to Bisco or Shining Tree. May not be against the law to build a perch on Crown land, but no one can stop me from wrecking it.”


  “Sorry, Belle. He seemed OK. Guess I didn’t think straight about a woman living alone. Should have knowed better after what happened to Anni.” Adjusting his cap, he squirmed in the distractive method that dogs used to disguise guilt or embarrassment.


  “At least tell me what he looked like.” She glared at his demeanour, honest and helpful, but when it came to women, a few solar panels installed on the north side.


  “Well, it was only a minute. About our boys’ age. Thirties. Couldn’t see much hair because of the hat bill. Just regular clothes. Nothing special. Dark pants, red sweatshirt like I...”


  “Right. Like we all wear. Did you happen to notice what he was driving in case another body turns up, namely mine?”


  He brightened into a grin. “Help you there. It was a dark blue Dodge truck. Late model. But one thing, Belle.” He looked up hopefully at her sceptical face. “The truck cap was ugly as sin. Some homemade paint job. Red with white trim. Bugger looked like a Yank flag.”


  An ugly truck cap. Every other person in Sudbury owned a truck. The Big Three automakers were balancing their budgets on the sales. Belle went to bed with an uneasy feeling, despite the hairy guardian angel snoring by the bed. In her sanctuary she didn’t even lock her doors. No sirens pierced the night, no screams or screeches of burning rubber on pavement, just an occasional boat ferrying home a load of pickerel. She was more likely kept awake by the treble trills of the loons, or a scrabbling raccoon trying to finger the top from the garbage barrel on the deck. Except for a dull carving knife, her only weapon was a twelve-gauge shotgun in the downstairs closet, shells in an underwear drawer. Now she regretted not telling Steve about the perch. Suppose that...She rolled over, punching the pillow. Surely she was blowing everything out of proportion. Now if only an apple-cheeked young boy scout chewing Juicy Fruit gum would rap on her door with that flashlight, she’d offer him a cold root beer. Maybe he had decided to keep it. Damn thing cost forty bucks.


  TEN


  Belle groaned as her slippers encountered a pool of water. Either the dishwasher was leaking under the fridge, or vice versa. She tossed a mound of towels on the mess to mop up the spill. Impossible to have a bad hair day with her elder elf cut, but this wasn’t a pleasant start. The plans included desultory banking chores, namely depositing the commission from the Balboni sale into her thirsty account and a peek-in at the Canadian Blood Services. Anni had gone there once a week for years.


  Outside, the cedar deck was festooned with tiny footprints crisscrossing the dew. Raccoons again. They scooped seed from the bird feeder, tossing it around in festive abandonment, and grabbed the hummer feeder to chew off the little flowers and suck sugar water from the holes. A mousetrap would pinch their larcenous feet, or would that be too cruel? Belle took her portable coffee cup to the van, contemplating the cost of seed.


  Suddenly her eyes grew wide with disgust as she traced an ugly scar weaving down the passenger side, the old key trick, senseless and deliberate vandalism. Or was it? Someone, no casual urban barbarian, had skulked down her driveway, leaving a wicked calling card. The flashlight man? From where she stood, she could see two zucchinis uprooted in the garden, given their fecundity, more favour than crime. She hunched her shoulders, imagining eyes amid the thick leaf cover. No wonder stalker victims got paranoid. Several properties down, Christakos had installed motion sensor devices to detect quivers within two hundred feet. Problem was, his siren blasted away at squirrels, birds and even hapless walkers. Had Edgewater Road come to this? A microcosmic collapse of society, the rich sipping chilled Bombay martinis, barricaded behind broken-glass-topped compound walls? Freya was still the best protection. No barking house in the area had been robbed. Then she calmed down, rationalized to restore a sense of security. When was the last time she’d looked at that door? It could have been damaged in a parking lot. And coons might have disturbed the garden.


  The scratch could line up behind other duties. She headed into town and parked on Elgin Street, fishing out a loonie for the hungry meter. Giving blood always seemed like a good idea, and certainly she had signed the organ donor form on her driver’s license. Why hadn’t she ever rolled up that sleeve? Perhaps the idea appealed more than the reality. She might faint or be unable to drive home. Maybe this would be a milestone in her life, the conquering of an unreasonable and selfish fear.


  The office on Cedar Street was nearly deserted as she walked in, measuring her steps like consequences. An enthusiastic young man in a T-shirt with a giant red drop (“Give blood. Starve a mosquito.”) nearly snatched her up bodily and completed the screening process. At one of the curtained cubicles, a strawberry-blonde nurse stood, folding a blanket. Belle’s blood pressure dropped several points at the familiar and appealing young face. “Melanie, what a surprise. So you graduated from Shield?”


  The woman nodded, pulling up a metal footstool for Belle. “Sure did, but you know the hospital cutbacks. No jobs. Half our class went to Texas or California. Just call me a sucker for the North. I’m volunteering to keep busy, make some contacts. Extendicare might have an opening by the winter.”


  “I remember you were specializing in geriatrics. And how’s that therapeutic touch coming?”


  “Great! Holistic medicine, massage, relaxation techniques, aromatherapy, all these alternatives have finally become respectable. If I can’t get hired, I might start my own business. Hard to get loans, though.”


  Belle climbed onto the padded table and closed her eyes. She wouldn’t, absotively, posilutely would not, watch the blood fill the container. The mind was powerful, but it could be tricked. Ignorance was bliss. “Did you ever meet Anni Jacobs? She used to help out here.”


  “I just started last week. But tell you who’d know. Maureen Murphy.” She set up a Secretariat-sized needle, while Belle calmed herself by thinking of the stalwart Queen, her usual procedure for injections and punitive dentistry, and when that failed, an old song of her mother’s. Pass the blood to me, Bud. Shoot the juice to me, Bruce. What were the other verses? Crimson? Jimson? Suddenly she became aware that she was humming frantically.


  “For heaven’s sake, relax. You’re impeding your energy channels.” Melanie was laughing, adjusting a tube for the bubbling blood, no doubt.


  Belle’s right arm began stinging, then the left one joined in sympathy. “So is Maureen around today?” Her voice sounded unnatural, disassociated, coming from some distant place where she would prefer to be. Papeete, the Virgin Islands, Hamilton.


  “No, only Tuesdays and Thursdays. Who’s Anni, anyway?”


  “My neighbour.” Belle inhaled slowly, held her breath to a count of ten, then exhaled slowly. Sensing a sudden pressure on her arm, the stick of a bandage, she opened her eyes tentatively. “She was killed.”


  Melanie’s smile vanished, a tiny frown crossing her brow. “Oh, my. That’s who they were talking about. Sorry to be so dense.” With a few efficient disconnections, she bounced out with the bag of corpuscles as Belle sat up like a zombie, testing her balance, expecting the scene to swirl into a dark vortex as Dracula’s pal Renfield murmured, “The blood is the life. The blood is the life.” When nothing dire happened after a minute, she kicked her feet gently against the table, coltish and relieved.


  Melanie returned bearing a small glass. “Here’s your apple juice. Compliments of the house.”


  “Juice,” Belle said, pooching out her lip. “Where’s the rum?”


  The girl grinned. “That was a long time ago. An old British military custom. Health fanatics caught up to us. Drink up. You need to restore those fluids.”


  Like a sailor returning to land, Belle made her way to the van, settling into the seat and blinking. Feeling a bit weak on a minute-by-minute appraisal, she stopped on Notre Dame, calculating that two Big Macs might compensate for the trauma, fries and chocolate shake added for gluttonous good measure. Donating regularly might be useful to curb the pounds. Her generation found it hard to shake off the “no fat chicks” mentality. 130 for blood pressure and weight seemed reasonable at a scratch under five feet four inches. Fit counted more than fat. A few more visits, and her name would be in the paper as a Gallon Club member.


  On her way home, the first miles of her road skirted a swamp, a desolate stretch, though a paradise for water lilies. Once she had been stuck with a zapped alternator for two hours waiting for someone to pass. So when she saw a slender figure leaning against a green Escort with one door patched with duct tape, hood up, the radiator steaming, she had to stop.


  It was Patsy Sommers and in the car, bawling in a cappella, were three small children. Why a single woman with no apparent job had moved to the remote road had been a mystery. Perhaps the cheap living expenses were a factor, the ancient cabin with only the bare essentials she rented from a snowbird landlord. Now and then she’d disappear for six or seven months, returning with another baby, her learning curve too steep to master.


  Dressed in a pair of Capri pants and a tanktop, jelly sandals on her feet, her concave belly sporting a golden navel ring, the woman raised her hand in a half-hearted gesture which moved Belle to a rare sympathy for one who lived off the public purse. “Need a ride?” Patsy nodded weakly. “Get the kids and hop in.”


  “I’m Belle Palmer. Down the road from you.” She hoped that they were well-diapered. Regular vacuuming for dog hair was bad enough.


  “Patsy Sommers. And these here are Lisa, Joe and baby Susie. Appreciate this.” Into the rear seats with the toddlers flew bags with mega-boxes of cereal, jars of peanut butter and a bulk container of powdered milk. Barely thirty, she wore coral-red hair in a straggly ponytail, her face mottled and pale, perhaps the result of recent slashes to the Ontario safety net. One controversial Minister for Health, “Mr. Tuna Fish,” had suggested that welfare and Mothers’ Allowance recipients comb shelves for dented cans and bargain with shopkeepers to accommodate the ninety-nine-dollar monthly menu printed in The Toronto Star. Spartan fare, it didn’t include margarine, nor sauce for the pasta.


  Belle made small talk about the weather. As the van passed Anni’s, she glanced at her passenger, noticing a black rose tattooed on her white arm. Some sinister motorcycle club? “I guess you heard about the murder,” she said.


  Patsy stiffened, hardening her slitted mouth over clenched teeth and hugging the baby fiercely, its whimpers like an irritating radio alarm with no snooze button. “Can’t say I’m bawling all night over that nosy old bag.” She muttered the last two words like a curse.


  “Old bag. Old bag. Nosy, posy, rosy old bag” came a chorus from the rear.


  Mother was right. Some people aren’t made for kids, namely me, Belle thought, as they arrived at the shack and Patsy marshalled her brood, the older ones waving good-bye with a smile. Would dinner be cereal? Profuse dog droppings lay in piles ready to be washed into the lake, and garbage accumulated for opportune coons and bears to sort. In a discordant note, two lines of laundry hung in the breeze, perfectly graduated from baby to adult sizes. Patsy opened the creaky wooden gate and closed it behind her. Two Rottweilers pushed blocky faces through a broken screen door, barking fiercely as they scratched at the frame, giving occasional yelps colliding with each other. “Dummies. Wouldn’t hurt a baby,” she said, working her bundles inside. “Come pet ’em if you want. I know you like dogs. Seen your shepherd. She’s a pretty one.”


  “Uh, maybe another time. Got to go now.” Boy, it was ripe, Belle thought, speeding up to clear the air. What was the innuendo about Anni? She lived only a few lots over. Had she reported Patsy to the Children’s Aid? Everyone on the road suspected that the kids were left alone on short trips to town. It must be tough stuck in the bush with three small children, no babysitter in miles even if she could have afforded one. Even getting them up and dressed would take hours. As for security, the dogs would keep anyone from the yard. But there was one fly in the proverbial. What if something happened to her and she couldn’t get home? Calling Dean Koontz.


  Belle took advantage of the hour before dinner to run over her list of chores, choosing the last first for a psychological advantage. In a sub-minimalist cleaning system, vacuuming hovered near bottom, just above windows. But with a longhaired shedding machine, it waited for no man. Whether the central vac was a blessing or a hassle, she still hadn’t decided. Grunting, she hauled the serpentine tubes up and down stairs, nicking paint at the corners as usual. Yelling at Freya, who pounced at the droning power head like it was a small beast, she directed her to the hall. “Saw a show on making sweaters out of dog wool,” she said. The enterprising woman had carded and spun the stuff, touching corners of prehistory where females provided the comforts of warmth and food while males clubbed the meat. Suddenly a paper clip or something more sinister clattered down the tubes into the far reaches of the basement.


  As she coiled up the hose, the phone rang. Charles sounded distressed. From the halting tones, she could imagine him unfolding an ironed handkerchief to wipe sweat beads from his noble brow, refolding it precisely. “Belle, you didn’t tell me about the dogs.”


  She hesitated. Maybe it was unwise to befriend clients, like selling them used cars and then commuting together. “Next door? The Rogers’ mutts?”


  “It’s a madhouse. There are a half-dozen over here. Peed on my porch, dug up the dahlias and deposited pyramids of all sizes. I nearly ruined a pair of shoes by stepping...” He mumbled something unintelligible.


  “Did you call the family?”


  “Immediately. There was this woman, the wife, I presume. Do you know what she said?”


  “I couldn’t possibly guess.”


  “Picture innocence. Picture vacuousness. Picture fractured logic: ‘Reeeaaally, Mr. Sullivan, why in the world do you think they would want to go over to your place?’ ” A Churchillian “harumph” caused Belle to stifle a giggle. “Can you imagine? As if blaming me. I rang off. You can’t have a discussion with that inanity.”


  “Any ideas?”


  “Plan A begins with moth balls around the garden and buildings, then a pest repellant I saw at Canadian Tire. Cayenne pepper or something harmless. Nothing too rash to start.”


  “That’s not going to work. Tell you what. I have a large live trap left over from a battle royale with feral cats.”


  Charles’ tone notched up several notes. “What would I do with a trapped dog? Call the Animal Control people?”


  “You’re not in Ottawa now. Take Bowser straight to the SPCA shelter on Notre Dame. ‘Duh, I don’t know who it belongs to.’ Rogers will have to pay fifty bucks each. Money talks. They’ll get the message.”


  He mulled over her suggestions, declining the “duh” part but cheering up at the systematic offensive. “Sounds fine. Let’s give it a try.”


  Minutes later, as she rounded the turn for his drive, a pack of all persuasions and proportions lunged out of nowhere to snap at her tires. It wouldn’t even be a challenge to dispatch the poor idiots. But suppose someone were walking, or an oncoming car jumped the odds? A swerve and an embrace with an uncooperative birch tree might result. Braking for animals was safe in theory only.


  “Here you go,” Belle said, hoisting the three-foot metal cage out of the van. “Now get me a pork chop. I can still smell them from your grill.” She baited the trap, which they positioned under a wilting forsythia bush. Then heaping plates of chops and potato scallop appeared, and the pair talked strategy like a couple of Yalta generals, gesturing with forks and pausing for gulps of Maudite, an excellent Quebecois overproof beer.


  “Now we’ll see what happens. When do they usually arrive?”


  The evening was hot and still, heavy with humidity from the predicted rain. Charles fanned himself with a rhubarb leaf the size of an elephant’s ear. “Around dawn and then after supper. Thank God they have other pastimes during the day.”


  “Are they vicious? Getting bitten’s great leverage.”


  “No luck there. Friendly as pups. It’s just unconscionable that their owners don’t seem to care.” He gestured toward the thick greenbelt between their properties. “My place is fenced in back. Suppose I could extend down the line, but that would make it look like a concentration camp.”


  “You can’t fence into the lake. If animals want in, they’ll get in.” She rolled her eyes in sympathy. “Just another feud. Happens all the time out here.”


  “My lord, what else can I expect?”


  “Start with wind chimes that rattle your brains, someone aerial-spraying bug poison on their trees or removing your survey stakes to better locate their new garage. Teenagers and quads seem to be multiplying lately. Luckily you’re at the end of the road, not in their path.”


  Charles had been listening attentively, but as his gaze returned to the yard, his face brightened. “While you’re here, I want to show you the sauna. Won’t claim that I did it all myself. A couple of workers laid the foundation and set the frame in no time flat.” The size of a small garage, the building boasted a change room with a shower, cedar panelling and rows of shiny brass clothes hooks. Inside the steam room were graduated benches for four people to sprawl in comfort. A bright red enamel stove with a container of lava rocks on top, the imported kind Belle didn’t even bother pricing, sat on a tile floor, wooden water bucket, loofah and soap nearby. The place smelled like a sprucy corner of Scandinavia. It had been a long time since she’d enjoyed a sauna.


  “I’m a bit reluctant to try it out alone,” he said.


  “Why?” she asked. “It looks as if you’ve followed the code.”


  Charles patted his chest as a small wrinkle worried the bridge of his nose. “Nothing to do with construction. Just my high blood pressure. Keep it under control with pills, but perhaps I need a stronger prescription. Sometimes I feel a bit faint.” He sounded embarrassed, so she nodded in mute understanding.


  “Charles, even at my tender age, many of my friends have hypertension. Don’t worry about it. Ask your doctor.”


  “Haven’t been able to get one yet,” he said, rummaging in his pocket. “Only a few take new patients, and choosing the right physician is very important. Anyway, I also wanted to give you a key to the house for safekeeping.”


  “Sure,” she said, tucking it away, flattered by the confidence. “It’s a good idea in case you leave town and forget something. Half-way to Toronto, I thought I had left the woodstove door unlatched and drove back two hours to check.”


  As they walked to her van, she saw a neat stack of greenish scrap behind the sauna. “You’re not burning that stuff, are you?”


  “Why not? Just short pieces. I don’t want to waste it or haul it to the dump in my car.”


  She raised an eyebrow. “Ed burned treated wood in a stove one year, nearly didn’t wake up. The fumes gave him one hell of a headache, but it could have been worse. Even outdoors it’s toxic.”


  Poor Charles, she thought, zigzagging through the dog pack on the way home. He’d better master the rules of rural living before they killed him.


  That night Belle’s nose was stuffed from a change in weather. As the rain arrived, charging the air with ions, she tapped an ash into a brown ceramic mitt holding a ball with a hole, another cottage curio. The glass top on her bedside table pressed an assortment of wildflowers: the tiny pink bells of the rose twisted-stalk, a blue-eyed grass and a yellow marsh marigold, spring’s announcement. She picked up the Peterson’s guide Zack had given her. What exotica had Anni found over the years? A rare red trillium? A delicate orchid? It was hard to discover new species in a limited ecosystem. She opened the book and raised an eyebrow at a check beside striped coralroot, a saprophytic plant, waxy, without chlorophyll, thriving on forest wastes. According to the scribble, her mage friend had found it beside her boathouse. As she leafed through, a piece of folded paper fell out.


  “Dear Anni,” it read. “So many years. I was surprised to get your letter from Sudbury. So that’s where you went with that handsome engineer. How did you ever chase me down in Saskatchewan? Through dear old Verna? Can you believe Bell Canada wanted the earth to string a line through the bush? Life’s simpler without it. Sam sold the grocery and here we are out west. You ask about that place, and I remember your suspicions. Shortly after you left, I saw something disgusting that made me go to the police. The children were sent away and the school boarded up. The town was in shock. I only hope THAT ONE was locked up and the key thrown away.


  “Edith” was the only signature, with June 20th the only date. Had it arrived the week of Anni’s death, or years earlier?


  ELEVEN


  The letter pointed toward the past, but Anni had other enemies in her present. The very hostile Patsy Sommers, for one, even though that pathetic stockpile of cereal would have tugged at the black heart of the coldest futures speculator. A client, Dottie O’Neill, worked at Children’s Aid. She had appreciated help in getting a quick sale on the family home after her mother returned to Newfoundland to nurse an aunt with Parkinson’s. “I need a favour about a situation your office might have handled recently. And I promise not to compromise you,” Belle said.


  Dottie laughed like an overloaded potato trucker arriving at an unmanned weigh station, her Newfie accent a hearty Irish transplant frozen for centuries. “Lard dine Jaysus,” she boomed, a signature expression from the redoubtable Rock. “I could use some compromising, but first get me some Viagra for the old man. What is it you need, my girl?”


  When Patsy had reappeared after Christmas with yet another baby, its needs had pressed her abilities to cope. Belle had seen the woman make more than one fast trip to town without any sign of heads bobbing in children’s car seats. “Can you tell me if one family, who shall be nameless, on Edgewater Road was investigated recently?”


  A cackle broke the silence, then a flutter of paper. “That’s a doozy. Don’t you live out that way?”


  “Five years now. Finally tore the cottage down and built. You’ll have to come out for a dip.”


  “And turn into a popsicle? Everyone knows how cold that bugger lake is. Anyway, that visit nearly led me to early retirement. It was a circus from first go. We were responding to an anonymous complaint about children left alone. A pair of black devil dogs charged the rickety fence, spitting and snarling. Looked like animals had been at the trash. Diapers dragged across the road, even baby bottles in the ditch. The mother denied everything. Was she mad! Repacking garbage cans, swearing like a Hell’s Angel. I wanted to check inside, but we didn’t have just cause. All I could do was warn her to clean up, or I’d notify the Health Unit. Haven’t heard anything since, so maybe the visit kept her on her toes.”


  “She’s still driving alone now and then. And I’m sure there’s nobody minding the kids. Too bad we can’t charge her with cruelty to animals, but they’re just crazed by being penned and fat from no exercise.”


  “Isn’t that just like you, my friend? Bet you’d have reported dog abuse fast enough. Children pay the price for community blindness. Look at that boy’s death in New Brunswick. Failure to thrive, doctors said. No wonder, chained in the closet all of his miserable life. Four years old and twenty pounds? Little legs like sticks and bruises all over his body. Parents should be licensed.”


  The dart about dogs made Belle wince. “So lay it on with a moral trowel. And don’t worry. I’ll keep an eye on her...for other reasons.”


  “There is more. Tell all.”


  Belle cut the details to the quick and dirty, wondering if her bias was showing.


  “As I said, the call was anonymous. We had some temporary summer staff. No way I can check if it was even a woman. Since Mrs. Sommers wasn’t charged, sounds like more a nuisance than a motive for murder. Still, I wouldn’t want to face that banshee riding a PMS flare.”


  Alone with her thoughts, Belle turned director. Patsy looked like a scrappy brawler. If Anni had confronted her about the kids, it would have been no secret who had called the authorities. Perhaps one night, she had gone to Anni’s to have it out. Would the old woman have let her in? Harped at her further in that self-righteous tone she could wield? Patsy wasn’t sharp with words. A few choice, acerbic shots could have turned the moment ugly in seconds. One blow from a mother defending her cubs, no matter how misguided.


  And then there was still Nick, the man without a source of income. Before she left for town, she primed the bread maker with tomato-basil mix. On return, she’d have a tempting piece of bait to troll. It was time to see inside that little camp.


  Later that day, at the Imperial Body Shop, a wizened Finnish gnome paced back and forth with his estimate book, checked the paint number and made a few calls. “Ship-shape tomorrow if you can leave overnight, Missus. Important to give her a bake, like a dry sauna.” His distinctive accent, another delicious ingredient in the Sudbury melting pot, sounded like “Rupperpoots,” a local newspaper column in syllabic dialect: “Vuns der vuss a liddle gurl...” Belle took a taxi home, appalled by the thirty-dollar charge. It might have been higher, except that the driver knew he could loop by the airport afterwards to wait for arriving planes.


  A savoury breeze was drifting through the house when she opened the door. Mother’s little servant. She wrapped the loaf in a paper bag and hiked down the road, the dog sedate as an old maid. Anyone in the bush who needed to leash an animal shouldn’t own one, if “own” was the right word. An occasional dip and flip was necessary, though, since a perverse gene made Freya select the exact middle of a driveway with the precision of a surveyor’s transit. “Not there! Go further, I mean farther. Ooo. Too late,” she said, grabbing a thumb-thick branch sliced from the winter plowing and catapulting steamy piles into the brush. “To you it’s a registered letter, but humans don’t read with their noses.” The response was a gambol into a muddy ditch. Just like a kid.


  Nick’s truck sat at the schoolbus turn just before Charles’ place. Short of a pencil, blending mnemonics with math, Belle memorized the license: 851 RTM. In (19)85 I (had a Mustang) R(egistered) T(o) M(e). That sporty red devil with its useless rear wheel drive and tendency to fishtail in winter hadn’t lasted long in the slippery North. She peered into the rusty box. Only a couple of sandbags for weight and two cans of oil. The doors were locked. The usual rubbish cluttered the dash, junk flyers for pizza and dry cleaning. She shielded her eyes against the glare of the window. A Royal Bank deposit slip for five hundred dollars, chump change even stacked into a miserly pile of loonies.


  Along the trail, she paused to look for mushrooms. Every week brought a surprise: blewits, fly agarics and yellow boletes with spongy bottoms. Many old-timer Italians, Finns and Ukrainians prized the fragile fairy rings and the luscious velvet foot, the latter cultivated commercially as enotake, but why risk poisoning when the market was carrying portobellos and shiitakes even at ten bucks a pound? The CBC had reported that a couple in Bracebridge had gone to bed in philosophical resignation, leaving a note: “We ate mushrooms.” Something poking through leaf mould caught her eye. Speckled dark brown and cream, fresh-birthed from the rich peat like a reluctant egg. The rare panther, as transfixing and deadly as its namesake. Picking the beauty would break Anni’s unwritten rules, ruin the brief perfection. One of these days she would buy a decent camera.


  She passed a favourite pair of wooden lovers, Ontario’s answer to the holly and the ivy. A tall golden birch, king of the forest in its girth, reached skyward, embraced by a smaller sinuous maple, the smooth gray skin contrasting with its silvery-amber companion. Stopping for a moment to drink in the quiet, Belle was surprised to notice the forest open far and away for a change, nearly to the bay. Usually the hardwood stand was dense with undergrowth. What had happened to the leaves? She examined a branch and swore at the sickly lace shred in her hand. Something hit her neck, and she swiped at it absently. Dropping onto the path were tent caterpillars, green with brown and black stripes, harbingers of another cyclical invasion. How long before they crawled across the road? Would the trees survive? She squashed a few underfoot, yanking down their cottony nests with singular malevolence.


  Belle was so disgusted that she nearly missed the turn to Nick’s camp. Left to weather naturally, the boards on the trapping base shack had turned a delicate Cape Cod gray. Cheery impatiens decorated a flower bed constructed painstakingly with thin rock shards. Under the post-and-beam construction, a plastic waterline headed for the lake, likely run by a hand pump. By a shed, an axe and bow saw leaned against a pile of pine splits, Nick’s hard sweat instead of a quick chainsaw fix. Satisfied that the dog was amusing herself by crashing around with a stick, she knocked on the door.


  A minute later the edge of a curtain moved, and she brandished the bag with a friendly smile. “Could you use some homebaked bread?”


  Nick’s face was red from more than sunburn. “Let me get my pants on. Had to sew a rip.”


  They were both laughing by the time she entered. The single room was simple but comfortable, reminding her of sweet, uncomplicated days in the cottage. A tin woodstove for summer use, dresser, pine table and two side chairs, a Swedish style daybed with futon and pillows. Two kerosene lanterns provided evening light. The kitchen corner had a dry sink with a bucket, cupboards and a Coleman stove. For entertainment, a portable radio. On a small shelf near the water bucket, a pharmacy of prescription bottles lined up.


  “It’s tomato-basil,” she said, placing it into his hands, the fingers strong and graceful, capable of hard work but perhaps something more intricate. On the window sill she spotted a cup of pencils.


  “Smells wonderful after 1001 pasta recipes. How about a slice with some tea? I’ve got butter cooling down at the lake.”


  One boiling pot later they munched and drank in quiet contemplation of a squirrel on the deck outside methodically dismantling a pine cone and stuffing it into its mouth like a woody artichoke. Since the camp perched twenty feet up on a rock face, the view was spectacular, nothing but the long lines of the unbroken wilderness. “So peaceful here without the boat traffic,” she added. “Do you know the bluff on Wapiti a couple of bays past the island? I call it Raven Cliff.”


  Nodding brightly at a personal connection, he pulled a thick sketchbook from a drawer. “One of my paths leads to the big lake. Fishing’s perfect there on a cool morning before the bugs wake up.” He opened to a page and turned it toward her. “I have special names for places, too. Bear Inlet. Saw one checking the blueberry bushes yesterday. Big, lazy boar. Something odd about his nose.”


  Nick had been reading the landscape with pens and pencils. Belle traced the image, the moment returning like a warm embrace. “What fine lines. Art’s not my forte. I can’t imagine the hours of patience. Even my stick men need crutches.”


  The next picture showed a huge hump of aged granite surfacing from the forest floor like a leviathan sounding. “Moby!” she said, clapping her hands.


  “Whale Rock. This was done in Rapidograph pens.” Then in a charcoal drawing, a golden birch twenty feet high struggled to plant roots in a shallow cleft no deeper than a suitcase.


  “That’s by the creek. Old Yeller.”


  “I call her Golden Girl.”


  “Do you ever work in pastels or watercolours?”


  “No,” he said. “I prefer the subtleties of black and white. More of a challenge with texture and light.”


  “True enough. Films are my passion. Even the silents fascinate me. I’ll take the starkness of Nosferatu or The Blue Angel to the washed out messes from the Fifties and early Sixties. The actors have turned pink and brown.”


  As she turned to leave, Nick razored out the page with Raven Cliff, inking in the name, and offered it to her in a gesture humble yet proud. “I can always make another. Every hour of the day brings changes to the landscape if you have a sharp eye.”


  Belle studied the fine work with clear pleasure and then met his shy expression while she pointed to the sketchbook. “You could sell these, you know. If you ever want to, try Sudbury Paint and Custom Framing on Elgin. They promote local talent.”


  She rallied the dog and left Nick beaming over her just praise. Now she knew how he spent his spare time. No stolen stereos, no dope lab, no pornography studio, no canvas bags with stencilled bank names. Just the evidence of a soul. Maybe he laboured out of town in winter to afford this solitude. Maybe he got help from his family. From the numerous pill bottles, there might be serious health problems not evident at first glance. Who could know?


  Feeling disloyal if not downright ungrateful as she placed the drawing in a folder where it would be safe until framing, she called Steve. “I have that number. British Columbia. 851 RTM,” she said, fulfilling her promise with little enthusiasm.


  “Great,” he said. “I’ll get on it.”


  She drummed her fingers on the table in a restive tap dance, steering the conversation in another direction. “I’m getting strange ideas about Anni.”


  “Like what? Shemale intuition?”


  “Stop that, Mr. Chauvinist. One week she’s broke, the next she buys an expensive van with cold cash. And she said some weird things in the weeks before she died.” To test his reaction to her efforts, Belle related her conversations with the car salesman. Should she tell Steve about the paint scratch...or the letter...or Patsy? She couldn’t run to him with every fragmented suspicion.


  His sharp tone convinced her to keep quiet. “What in hell are you up to now? Stay out of my case.”


  “You said to stay out of the woods. What’s wrong with a few questions?”


  That flip approach was a mistake. From the heated tones on the line, she could imagine steam seeping from his ears. “Keeping your eyes open is one thing. Making the rounds like some vigilante is another. I’ll handle police work. That’s what I’m paid for. You, however, have another source of income, or are you so rich that you’re retired now at, what, fifty?” The added years scored a mean jab. She narrowed her eyes like a frustrated cobra and hung up none too gently. Sometimes Steve needed a lesson in manners even if a date with Celebrex was around the corner. Maybe indigestion was getting to him. Rarely did his day go by without an apple fritter from Tim’s.


  On his way shopping the next morning, Charles dropped Belle off to pick up her vehicle. “Call me the Pied Piper, or maybe Porker,” he said, humming along with a tape of Gregorian chants. “I collected two chop fiends. That little spotted one didn’t want to leave me. Licked my hand all the way to the shelter and gave me the most sorrowful look.”


  “Sounds like Dog Day Afternoon,” she added. “Anyway, you’re on the right track now. Don’t weaken.”


  No charge, her Finn pal at Imperial Autobody said, a case of comprehensive damage. Feeling suddenly rich, escaping retribution from the five-hundred-dollar deductible option she’d used to tether down ballooning insurance costs, Belle spent the afternoon with a cheery face even for paperwork. By the time she left the office, it was obscenely late to cook, so she hit Pizza Hut for the all-you-can-eat. An hour later, smug about having tiptoed past the dessert bar, she was burping home in a light rain, just enough to grease the pavement. It was an easy trip once past Garson, skirting slurry monsters pulling out of the Falconbridge Mine, giant linked vats on wheels, throwing up stones to chip windshields. A few miles from her corner, she cruised twenty klicks over the limit on a deserted stretch, with one turnoff to a helicopter business and another to a thriving gravel pit operation. The hills of scrub made a bleak landscape, yet in the Fifties a sizable forest had flourished there, as black stumps a metre in diameter bore witness. A lightning fire had wiped out hundreds of acres, contained at a swamp which had sheltered her road like an asbestos blanket.


  She squinted at shadows fading into the dusk while drizzle smeared bugs under the wipers’ swish. Groggy but satisfied from the carbo blast, she slipped in a tape and listened to Lucille Ball croak out “Wildcat.” Couldn’t carry a tune in a carton of the Pall Malls she hawked on her television show, but she conquered Broadway through sheer guts. Born the same year as Belle’s mother, who painted on Lucy’s shapely candy apple lips and made fun of Loretta Young’s “hen’s patootie face.” Miss See-the-USA-in-Your-Chevrolet had passed on recently, joining Clark Gable, the father of her “adopted” child, according to revelations from the middle-aged daughter. MGM must have sweated bullets to protect its virginal goddess after the King-before-Elvis had issued The Call of the Wild.


  Then a dark shape moved up at warp speed in the mirror, and her pupils widened. A drunk driver? Not the first time she had seen someone weaving along in an area police never bothered to monitor. Did the idiot want to pass? She edged to the right, but the huge hood only drew nearer, so close that she braced for a bump. Adrenalin pumped in, sharpening her senses like razors. From the height, she guessed that it was a truck, but what action to take? Her blocky van wasn’t a sports car, loaded with power and dime-slicing control. Around corners and up and down the hills, they tangoed like estranged lovers. Luckily no rock cuts loomed ahead although there was a particularly wicked drop-off at the next sharp curve, flanked by a row of posts and steel cables. Something quirky about the banking angle, though. Last month, several rotten posts had been knocked over and never replaced. At the bottom of the hill, a small pile of rocks topped by a white wooden cross and a wreath of plastic flowers had appeared, a “descanso” tradition born in the American Southwest.


  The truck had the advantage. Whatever testosterone game he was playing would leave her the underdog, and one wrong move might flip her. Primed with Dirty Harry movies, she half-expected gun blasts to echo and the rear window to shatter, showering her with broken glass. Lucy belted out encouragement: “Who is the cat with more pounce to the ounce?” as the bass thumped. Belle switched off the stereo to concentrate. Through the wiper sweeps the red reflectors of posts winked. Sloping into the turn, inches over the centre line, out of desperation she tried a high school trick for tailgaters, flicking her lights in an illusion of braking. Then she tromped hard on the gas. A screech sounded, and in the mirror she watched the truck skid on the slick asphalt and barrel down the hill, jerking a line of cable behind like a cracking whip.


  Belle eased onto the berm as a distant horn blared a killer migraine. Her legs were shaking spastically from the rush, knees bumping the dash. Good old fight or flight, the primitive protective response that had kept Palmer primates paddling in the gene pool. The spasms passed after a couple of deep breaths, and she dialled 911 on the cell phone. Then armed with a tire iron and a brush-trimming machete from the trunk, she got out and walked back to the accident site. To her horror and satisfaction, the truck lay upside down in a peat bog dotted with grassy hummocks. A crazy logic borne of fear made her wonder if the driver might wrench open the door and charge out like an indestructible alien. She eased down the embankment, sliding on the slag, then walked on cat feet across the mushy terrain. Ooze soaked between her toes and rain began spilling down her glasses, blurring her vision.


  The vehicle fit Ed’s description, dark blue late model Dodge. License MTN CT. No cougars around here, except for the two-footed variety. And as for the cap, their power painter must have jammed. At a cautious distance, she sat down on a stump. The horn had finally stopped, the engine silent, so a fire seemed improbable. Call her a bad Samaritan, but she wasn’t getting any closer. Though the dark was pressing in, she could see two figures flailing inside amid guttural moans and lively curses. Unless service cutbacks were more grievous than expected, the police and ambulance should arrive within ten minutes. “Help is on the way,” she called in a sarcastic tone, “even though you don’t deserve it.” A rank smell of liquor and vomit floating into the rainy night made her gag. Didn’t excuse their murderous behaviour, even if the recent “Drunken Defense” had acquitted a sixty-five-year-old man accused of raping a woman in a wheelchair.


  “You say this vehicle was trying to run you off the road? Was there damage to your van?” asked a young officer shortly after, pencil moustache twitching as he wrote up the report under the cab light in his patrol car. He’d cast an amused eye at her arsenal.


  “He didn’t hit me, but he came close. You couldn’t have slipped a piece of paper between us.” The officer nodded, grabbed a yellow plastic parka and left to supervise the rescue. Belle sat quietly, the chill disappearing under the dry roar of the heater, but her stomach protesting at the heavy digestion of pizza overload. Attendants were transferring the men on stretchers, their floodlights weaving ghostly slices though the fog. Oblivious to the drama, a white-throated sparrow sang a goodnight, “Old Sam Peabody, Peabody, Peabody,” one note up and four notes down.


  It was black by the time she pulled into her yard, triggering the automatic floodlights. Freya bolted out in grateful trust, shaking off the rain. Ten hours was a long time, but the dog had a bladder like a whale’s. Forget watching Bette Davis in Dark Victory. Wiser to knit up the ravelled sleeves of care. She selected an Ofra Harnoy cello recital, resonant and soothing, and poured lemon balm oil into the bathtub. The bubbles concealed her body like the simple facts around Anni’s death. If these were Anni’s killers, why not get out of town? Did they think Belle knew something? And how long had they been trailing her? Easy enough to follow her movements in a small community, driving to work, to Rainbow Country. Steve was not going to be a happy man. Methodically, weighing honesty on one side, prudence on the other, she arranged her scales.


  TWELVE


  The placid lake reflected no signs of the harrowing night before, shooting up on demand a psychedelic sunrise of red, orange and burgundy streaks. Hardly had Belle trundled herself downstairs than Steve knocked at the door, depositing carrot muffins and slathering them with chunks of butter from the table. “Help you get your strength back. I read the report on those fools,” he said, talking with his mouth full. “Blub, I mean, blood tests are positive for driving under the influence. Broken bottle of rye on the floor. Too bad they didn’t actually bump your van, or we could have laid an attempted murder charge.” Her withering look earned a grin. “But not to worry. A couple of leg casts will put them out of action until the snow flies.”


  So he hadn’t guessed her complicity. This would have to be played with delicacy. She spread out one hand to demonstrate the tremor. “Bad joke, Steve. I was shaking all last night, even after I turned into a crêpe, marinating in a tub of hot water. They could have killed me. Who are these bozos?”


  He leafed through his notebook. “Go by the names of Jack Birchem and Barry Coil. Good old boys laid off in the uranium mine shutdowns at Elliot Lake. Retraining at Nickel City College, when they bother to show up. Heavy equipment mechanic or something. Probably get turfed out by Christmas. Here’s the best part. Rifles, unregistered, and illegal hollow point bullets in the cap.”


  She gave a thumbs-up gesture. “Our hunters?”


  “You bet. That gave us cause to search their rathole apartment downtown. Freezer chock-full of fresh moose meat and eight bear paws, assorted sizes. Inside a wrapped up skin, ten galls. Their pictures were recognized by an agent who arranged last month to make a buy from them, except that they didn’t show up.”


  “So what do they get? A slap on the wrist?”


  “Hardly. With the new laws, they could be facing two years in jail and a fine of $100,000. They named a few names to plea bargain, including some geezer in Chelmsford who calls himself the Godfather of Bear Gallbladders.”


  “The God. You must be making that up. So what did they say about attacking me?”


  He shrugged his massive shoulders, his expression mimicking their innocent stupidity. “Just arsing around. Wouldn’t pull over to let them pass. Don’t know you from a scroll in the ground.”


  Lies or truth, their stories were keeping her escapades a secret. “But we’ve got a match with the mutilation? And a solid link to Anni?”


  “Forget it. Those bear carcasses are long gone. Best I could do on that score was bluff and tell them that their truck had been seen. Then they admitted only that they’d scouted that path by the turnaround. The one to Surprise Lake, I think you call it?”


  “Scouted. Sure,” she said, recalling that moose hock and the platform. “And the night she was killed?”


  “They don’t keep appointment calendars. Once beer six slides down, every place and face is the same. We’re still making the rounds of their watering holes, but it would be hard to make a case we can prove. Tearing down a baiting spot is a weak motive for murder, even for these jerks.”


  “Doesn’t seem like you’re trying very hard.” She felt like pouting.


  “I saved the best for last. They’re left-handed.”


  “And I supposed Graveline concluded that a right-hander dealt the blow.” He nodded quietly.


  “It sounds pretty flimsy. People can be ambidextrous.” Her desperation was annoying, even to her own ears.


  Backed by a logic she couldn’t deny, he shook off the protests. “I never liked the idea of hunters as her assailants from the beginning. Those slippers. The house so neat. You know, Belle, that there’s no way she would have let them in, so stop giving me evil looks.”


  “They’re not evil, just discouraged. Anni’s memorial dinner is tonight. Will you have anyone there?”


  “Ten plainclothes persons and a hidden videocam in the potpourri. Your tax dollars at work.” He paused conspicuously, as if a thought crossed his mind. “Say, why don’t you act as unofficial liaison? Make the rounds. Tell me what you hear. You’re good at that.”


  That was a new one, she thought, Steve enlisting her help. Sounded more patronizing than sincere. At least MTN CT and its teeny brains were plaster casters, no longer cruising for something defenceless to blast, namely a short red pelt fast turning to gray.


  The distraction of the evening was welcome, the only problem what to wear. Sorry for once that she had decided to stay retro and foil the fashion industry, she bulldozed her closet, decade by decade. The image of Miss Boggs, her fourth grade teacher, who had worn the same suit September to June, materialized like a pea green ghost, raised appliqué welts on the wide lapels. Teachers had all been “Miss” then, forced to resign if they married. With a wisp of a smile, she selected a light mauve linen pantsuit the colour of wild clematis.


  Belle drove in with the DesRosiers. To her disappointment, Charles had said that he had declined Zack’s invitation. “Only met the lady once or twice, my dear. Might appear as if I were cadging a meal.” Parking at the Caswell, they saluted a few more old timers from the road, the Maenpaas, the Cleroux and the Perths. At least the hotel was renowned for the best prime rib in town. She was ravenous.


  The banquet room was well-appointed, one end cozy with sofas and easy chairs clustered in front of a fireplace, the other with a table set for scarcely a dozen. Was that all a life deserved? Yet, better a few sincere mourners than a hall of hypocrites. Cece’s older brother Henry wasn’t hard to spot with his distinctive Montreal tailoring, despite the gravy stain on his tie. A frail man in his eighties, he recalled Anni with the discontinuity of radio static. “Grand gal. Just got in. Rough flight. Air Canada broke again? Cece bagged a winner all right. Remember their wedding. Those noisy prop planes. Briggs and Stratton painted on the wing. They make better lawnmowers. Turbulence the whole damn way. Downtown Winnipeg in a blizzard. Charged together across Portage and Main like a herd of buffalos. Ever seen a buffalo coat, young lady? Keep your knickers warm at fifty below.” After burbling into the whiskey and soda she brought him, he fell into a coughing fit which propelled him into a nearby chair. Anni’s life before marriage was a closed book in that family library.


  Seeing room on a sofa, Belle joined a pleasant-looking woman with a pink tint to her hair, applying what looked like homemade lip balm from a doll-sized pot. “It was pure luck that I read the obituary. Happened to be at the library to catch up on the Sudbury news. We went back a long way.”


  Belle placed a hand on her arm, her heart jumping. “Edith? From out west?”


  The lady gave Belle an uncertain look. “From Muskoka. I’m Lynda Sidney, that’s with an ‘i’. Cece used to work with my husband in the labs at INCO.”


  Belle was in no mood to sort out which name contained the “i”. “Sorry to confuse you. I’m Belle Palmer, a neighbour. Zack and I have been trying to contact a woman called Edith, but Anni’s address book disappeared.”


  Lynda raised one threadlike eyebrow and shook her head slowly. “That doesn’t sound like Anni. She was so organized.”


  “It is odd. Are you the friend she visited earlier this summer?”


  The memory must have been warm, for her eyes misted over. “Our place is on a very small lake. No motorboats allowed. It was so quiet that evening. Anni and I took a canoe out to watch the sunset. Had a grand time catching up.” She pulled a handkerchief from her purse and collected a tear which smudged her cheek, papery as a faded blue hydrangea. “Then she told me about how they put out bait for bears and what she had done. Sounded dangerous, I said, but she just patted my hand. Couldn’t tell Anni one mortal thing. She was all for causes. NDP, of course.” The New Democrats perched on the far left in Canadian politics. Though never in power nationally, this “Conscience of the House of Commons” had spearheaded such social welfare programs as universal health care and the Old Age pension.


  As the last seats filled at the table, Zack tapped his glass lightly, only a quiver in his voice revealing his emotions. “Thank you for coming tonight. Aunt Anni wasn’t a formal lady. She would be happy to be remembered by a gathering of friends.” Belle was relieved that he wasn’t getting lugubrious, sinking into guilt about his debts, moral and financial. Instead, he dwelt nostalgically upon boyhood summers with her and mentioned the volunteer work with modest praise. Later that week Anni would be cremated, and according to her wishes, the ashes scattered among the many floral beds she had loved.


  Asked unexpectedly to say a few words, Belle rose with trepidation, taking a sip of water, focusing on Hélène’s sympathetic face for encouragement. When was the last time she had made a formal presentation? A senior seminar on Jacobean Revenge Tragedy? Keep eye contact, don’t use filler words like “um” and “uh” and remember that sincerity smooths the worst gaffes. She tossed aside the sterile rules and spoke from the heart. It was difficult not to feel frustrated at a killer still walking free, but bitter observations didn’t belong in a eulogy. Their meeting amid the fragile blossoms kick-started her, and she pursued the nature theme. Anni’s celebration of the wilderness, her forest paths, the gardens which crowned her property, and...she paused for effect, her devotion to animals. Finally the ordeal ended, and she resumed her seat in great relief to quiet nods from all and sniffs from dog owners, especially Hélène.


  The savory roast beef was ferried in, medium rare, she noticed with approval, duchess potatoes, asparagus, salad and fresh blueberry pie to crown the meal. Zack had not scrimped in his tribute, so perhaps probate had been settled. As coffee cups were refilled and dishes clinked on trays, people began to rise for departure, clasping Zack’s hand or patting his shoulder. A white-haired woman across the table had been hard to ignore, her thunderous voice dominating the conversation. After pausing at the liquor table, she sailed up to Belle like a colourful galleon, taking as ballast great gulps from what looked like a double Gibson. Maybe a triple. Under a fluffy yellow silk print dress with scalloped neckline were the shoulders of a wrestler, Marjorie Main gone the route of Sly Stallone.


  “I don’t think we’ve...” Belle said, holding out her hand.


  “Eh?” The woman adjusted a small device in one ear. “Maureen Murphy. Call me Murph. Liked your words about our girl. Did her proud.” A healthy seventy-plus, she looked as if she could squeeze blood from the most wizened customer, and her grip confirmed the impression.


  “I was at the Canadian Blood Services the other day,” Belle said. “Melanie mentioned you as one of Anni’s good friends.”


  “Siphoned enough red stuff together to float a ship. Served on one in my navy days,” Murph answered in a gravelly voice tempered with a toothy grin from an era before orthodontia. “Knew Anni for donkey’s years. Quite a shock. No accident either, I gather.”


  Belle stifled a smile. Was the woman speaking in abrupt fragments like some preposterous Colonel Blimp in the Pinewood Studio films? “Apparently not, yet they haven’t made an arrest. You might say I’m prospecting unofficially for clues. Even something casual you talked about might lead to a breakthrough.”


  Murph pursed her lips, crumpled foil creased with animation, the lightest dust of face powder making peace with age instead of disguising it. “Just chewed the fat in slack times. Still trying to win back support after that damn tainted blood scare. Bunch of twerps. Can’t get AIDS or hepatitis from donating, for Lord’s sake.” She drained the drink, popping the onions into her mouth like peppermints. “Now the Mad Cow fiasco’s started.”


  “Was anything bothering her lately?”


  A batwinged arm swept out in a casual gesture, barely missing a ducking waiter. “Usual old lady gab. Weather. High cost of living for seniors. Damn government wrecking our health care to balance the budget. Letting our water go to hell and sending us tax rebates to buy Naya. Never voted for those—”


  The room had nearly emptied, and the DesRosiers were waving at her from behind a potted palm. Belle interrupted. “What about her new van? She must have been pleased.”


  Murph squinted in reflection, a bulldog ruminating over a problematical thigh bone. “Odd thing. Waltzed in out of the blue a week after our ’78 Suburban went belly up at 400,000 klicks. Said she’d got it to drive donors and run errands. Damn handy timing.”


  “But that van cost a fortune. Where could she have found the money?”


  “Beats me. Stretched the pennies like yours truly. Boosted that car all winter for her. Carry heavy duty cables. But...”


  “Yes? You remembered something?”


  “Different that last day. Teasing her about the van again as we left. Air conditioning, power whatzits. Asked if she’d nabbed her a sugar daddy. Know what that is?”


  “Sure do. Along with rumble seats, bathtub gin and flappers. I learned my slang from classic movies.” She cocked her head, interested in the repartee between two opposites. “What was Anni’s answer?”


  “ ‘Bitter fruit,’ she said. The sly old cat. How do you like that?” Proving that she could complete a sentence, Murph plucked the last unopened wine bottle and shoved it into her massive purse with a wink.


  What had Anni meant by that famous radio signature: “The weed of crime bears bitter fruit”? Clearly reverse gear from the impression she had given the salesman about an ill wind bringing good. And after the good, why remorse? Tainted blood in the gift of life? Why had she changed her mind? Only the Shadow knew.


  THIRTEEN


  Tuesday, Tuesday kept rolling around again, time to collect her father’s lunch. Maybe she could catch Zack to discuss the letter. It had been in her briefcase for days, but the dinner hadn’t seemed like a politic moment. Belle headed for the restaurant, surprised by the lopsided grin which greeted her. Fred, Maria’s second best customer, commandeered a pot from the counter, escorted her to a chair like a maître de, and straightened his tie, emboldened with a large beaver. “Complimentary coffee all week,” he said, taking special effort to master his diction. “Guess who’s the new owner?”


  Belle shook his hand, newly strong and confident. She should have guessed from his hints about plans. “Now those marketing courses will come in handy, but don’t juggle any books, just the dishes. Say, though, you have to maintain standards. Did Maria toss in her recipes?” Luscious homemade gravy was the elixir which elevated the simple café meals to nirvana. With bitter winters and chill nights even in summer, Sudburians needed arterial transfusions year round.


  “Big Mama gave me lessons before she left. Boil up a ton of bones late Sunday’s the trick. Ten pails do her.” He set his mouth with pride, rubbing a freshly-shaved chin bearing a few nicks. “The usual order? I know how you like your dad’s shrimp. Hold the seafood sauce. Fries and lots of cole slaw. Hey, cherry pie today.”


  “New staff, too?” The coffee was hot and robust, a good sign.


  “My sister Fran’s our waitress. Just broke up with her husband and needs a job. The cook’s a pal from my rehab therapy. Gosh, we’re a real support group.”


  Cadaverous and waxen, her hair in a lacquered bouffant draining strength from her small frame, Fran moved timidly around the restaurant. Thick makeup couldn’t disguise the mottled colours of a bruised eye. Back in the open kitchen, a strangely familiar figure pushed a broom. Belle took a second glance. “Who’s your helper?”


  “That’s Craig. He sweeps up for meals and the odd buck. Washes supper dishes to spell Fran before closing.”


  “He passed me once on Brewster Street.” She tried to be discreet, but he looked even more like Steve now that the beard had been trimmed to a neat goatee and the long hair gathered into a shiny ponytail.


  Fred learned forward and lowered his voice. “Might have. Couple of weeks ago I saw him dumpster-diving in an alley downtown. Booze is his problem, nothing special up here. Helped him find a rooming house around the corner. It’s pretty quiet in Garson. No biker bars or dope deals. Best way to straighten out is stay away from bad habits, ‘friends in low places,’ as the song goes. Got to start fresh, get out of the ruts.”


  Belle followed his facial expressions and body language, occasionally asking for a repeat instead of patronizing him with non-committal replies. “You should have been a psychologist, Fred. Breaking new paths is important.” She recalled her depression over her mother’s death from cancer and the distractions she had used to heal, namely the purchase of a sharp-toothed, inquisitive shepherd pup. Would Steve welcome good news about Craig? Maybe she should stay out of family business after witnessing the raw nerves behind his feelings.


  From her window seat, she watched Craig ply his way in methodical deliberation to the front of the restaurant, twisting the broom expertly to snare every dustball and crumb. His brown work pants were unpressed but clean, with a denim shirt buttoned to the neck. Even the scuffed boots gleamed with a spit shine. He cocked a thumb toward the door, and when Fred nodded, went outside and lit a cigarette, leaning against a post and staring at a buxom babe in shorts and a swimsuit top scissoring herself out of a Miata. A teenager in a Marilyn Manson T-shirt leaving the Mac’s store next door seemed to be badgering a young child, snatching at his package. It seemed like harmless teasing until the bag fell, scattering the contents and spilling open a milk carton. Sinking to his knees, the boy scrambled for the groceries while the grinning teen stuffed fallen candy bars into his own pockets. Suddenly Craig flipped away his cigarette and grabbed the youth, holding him firmly and whispering into his ear until he handed back the candy and ran. After helping the sobbing child rise, Craig opened his wallet and pressed a blue five-dollar bill into the youngster’s hand. Saturday Matinee without a ticket. Prince Valiant’s got the real moxie, Belle thought.


  When he returned to the broom, she caught his eye. “I saw that. Good for you.”


  One corner of his mouth rose to reveal a missing tooth, then lowered in apparent embarrassment. “No big deal, Miss. Don’t like to see kids pushed around, that’s all.” He straightened his shoulders and walked to the kitchen like a knight in denim armour. Was that a soft whistle she heard?


  Fred was helping his sister wrestle mammoth hot turkey sandwich platters, three pounds of food per serving, including fresh-cut fries and vegetables. “Craig’s a hard one to talk to. Do him good to make some friends, though,” he said, nodding like a concerned parent, despite their similarity in age.


  Belle collected the meal and drove the few blocks to Rainbow Country as the Statler Brothers celebrated Thomas Edison, for “giving us the best years of our lives.” She and her father had loved playing that song’s game on long car trips. The first person named a film, and the opponent had to start another with the last word. No simple Caine Mutiny and Mutiny on the Bounty, Rio Grande and Grand Hotel stuff. This was expert territory. All About Eve, Eve Knew Her Apples, a musical version of It Happened One Night with leggy Ann Miller. Or Hunchback of Notre Dame which her father countered with Busby Berkeley’s Dames. She ceded him that round because of its lead tune, “When You Were a Smile on Your Mother’s Lips and a Twinkle in Your Daddy’s Eye.” Since his cumulative strokes, their contest had faded to a poignant memory.


  “Lunch day?” Cherie asked from the desk, sniffing the rich seafood aroma. “You are a sweetheart. Never miss a week. Were you close when you were a child?” Her warm brown eyes looked sincere and motherly rather than inquisitive.


  Belle recalled toddling along to private screenings as soon as she could walk, receiving a nickel for the ancient red Coke machine between features. Often alone in the little theatre in his office building, she sprawled in the front row with him one row behind. “I guess we shared a love of films more than anything else,” she said. “Maybe it’s genetic. But one thing for sure. Whatever I did was right. Can’t ask more than that.” Besides, she thought, his unconditional love balanced the demands of her mother, who frowned at an A minus.


  A bit groggy that day, perhaps from a change in medication, her father ate slowly and seemed to want to nap after lunch, so she helped him to his bed and cleaned up in record time. When she stopped later at Zack’s to return the letter, he was hammering new boards onto the deck. The bushes and perennial beds were freshly nipped, and a brush pile sat by the lake ready to be fired, garden hose nearby. The tantalizing smell of roasting meat reminded her that the chicken intended for dinner was as icy as the lake in February. Captain and Sam were clearly expecting largesse, parking themselves downwind and minding their manners for a change.


  “A white bleeding heart,” she said, tracing a finger along one delicate row, from the embryo stage to the full drooping bloom. “Hard to find up here.”


  “Take one. Seed themselves, Aunt Anni used to say. And how about a hot dog and a beer?” he asked, pointing to a sizzling grill with buns and trimmings on the side shelf. “Later we can play Boy Scouts and burn that brush pile.”


  “Not unless you have a permit, Zack. And only after dark.” In forest fire territory, a wisp of smoke during the day and a contingent of planes or helicopters based at the Sudbury Airport would descend on the naughty cottager like a black and yellow wolf on the fold.


  “Thanks for the warning, and for speaking about Aunt Anni at the dinner. I’ll get you a bag for that plant,” he said, heading for the house.


  Belle never turned down a free meal or a free perennial. After preparing the shoot and its earth ball, she bit into the sausage he offered, appreciative of the fiery mustard. “You did a fine job yourself. But I came with a question. A letter fell out of that Peterson guide...and I read it. Shabby ethics, or what?”


  He waved off her confession and unfolded the paper she presented, shaking his head as he scanned. “Maybe you had the right idea about her past. The scary part is what’s left unsaid. Know what I mean?”


  “I thought so, too. No date, of course, but it doesn’t look that old. From the reference to marriage, I’m guessing that the letter came fairly recently from someone who knew her in western Ontario. Where exactly was she?”


  He frowned, sucking on the beer for inspiration. “I was just a kid. Some animal name, that’s all.”


  “In this country, only 1001 places. South Porcupine, Caribou Lake, Whitefish Falls, Marten River, Heron Bay.”


  “Maybe I’ll have a brain wave. Anyway, it was some godforsaken spot.”


  “This mess seems to have taken place years ago. Sounds like she had gone to some trouble to find this Verna. Written for information. Or called. Did you keep her long distance bills?” His vacant look answered. “We have to track down this place, Zack. Tell me everything she said about that town.”


  “Aunt Anni was pretty serious, not one to gossip. I think I told you that she assisted a dentist. He was nearly retired but did charity work with poor kids. For sure, she loved those youngsters. Never could have any of her own, Mom said.” He wiped mustard from his mouth. “Guess that explains why she spoiled me.”


  “What about the dentist? Any hope of finding him?”


  He shrugged, then shook his head. “Never said his name. God, he was decades older than she was. That’s a dead end unless he’s a hundred.”


  “Did she mention an Edith?”


  “That’s a name I’d remember.” He threw up his hands. “Nada. Zip. And the address book’s still missing. I asked that guy, Steve, but he said that it wasn’t on their list of evidence.”


  “Damn,” she said. “This is the first break, but there’s no substance.”


  Snapping his fingers, he excused himself and returned a minute later with a black and white photo in a shiny silver frame. “Think this might be the place. Aunt Anni wasn’t big on photos. Luckily it’s one from Mom’s album, a special keepsake I brought over with my things. Nothing written on the back, but the time looks right. About twenty-five or thirty years younger, wouldn’t you say?”


  Belle considered the snapshot, disappointingly amateurish with its sun flares. “Scrub bush. Black spruce. Must be the dentist beside her, and you’re right. He’s quite the fossil. Nothing else except...” She turned it around, wishing that she could sharpen the focus. “That curious steeple sticking up in the background. An octagon with a timber spire. A little piece of England in the brave new world.”


  The next morning, after settling the white bleeding heart between two clumps of sea pinks, Belle took Freya to the turnaround, rescuing a nine-inch earthworm crawling across the road by placing it on a bed of humus in the shade. “Sure you can have sex with yourself, don’t even brush your teeth, but you don’t have the sense to stay off the gravel.” Then she spied an ominous striped shape inching toward the lakeside. How many feet a day could an army of tent caterpillars advance? Gleefully she stomped on it, one less potential cocoon to spin destruction.


  At the Rogers’ camp, six dogs sat on the property line observing her quietly, the spotted pup among others apparently redeemed from the pound. Only cars interested them, or perhaps a German shepherd kept them in line. At their first meeting, Freya had raised her hackles, given tongue and chased them howling back to their property. As Belle turned to dance a tarantella on a few more ’pillars for good measure, Charles called her down to his gate, lifting a small basket. “Funniest thing. This present was left hanging here with a card. ‘Welcome to the Neighbourhood.’ From a Mrs. Ben Drummond. Does she live nearby? I haven’t heard you mention her.” He rubbed Freya’s ears with an intimacy she rarely allowed strangers.


  With a hundred properties lining the shore, several were bound to change hands each summer. Usually Belle got the first call, but a quick swap between friends might have sneaked by. “Drummond doesn’t sound familiar. It might be a visiting relative, some coffee klatsch gossiping over the new bachelor,” she answered with a hint of humour feathering her mouth. It was a fun to play turnabout, after the teasing she had experienced as a single woman on the road.


  Blithely innocent to the game, he unwrapped a red-flowered cloth to reveal a dozen delicate yellow-orange mushrooms, distinctive funnel-shapes. A delighted smile warmed his face, as if Christmas had arrived early. “Chanterelles, if I’m not mistaken. I’ve had them in Ottawa restaurants, very dear indeed,” he announced. “She’s a generous lady to share her wealth. They’ll be scrumptious in a scramble with a sprinkling of fresh chives. Sure you can’t join me?”


  Belle fingered the bright material, a high quality linen, then shook her head with reluctance. “Work calls, you lucky retiree. Rain check.” At his insistence, she poked one into her sweatshirt pouch.


  Something mumbled in a distant corner of her mind all the way home, a cynical little imp, or was it a caution from Anni’s lessons? Why shouldn’t some kind woman have thought of Charles? Garden produce often got passed around, especially the scandalously fecund zucchini, scourge of August. Still, it wouldn’t hurt to check her fungi book.


  At the shelf in the computer room, she leafed through several pages. Then her hands started shaking. Across from the picture of the succulent prize sprouted a tempting double. “Jack O’Lantern. Very close to the edible chanterelle, but oranger and poisonous. No pleasant apricot smell.” Reading the next heart-stopping line with widening eyes, she pushed into the storage closet, elbowing aside her huge down coat like a truculent mammoth and pulling the folding doors behind her. In the dark, this mushroom emitted an eerie green glow, just as the text warned. In an instant she was on the phone, only to find a busy signal. Was that a good sign? Could he be eating and talking at the same time?


  Her van rounded the corner at Rogers’ place, narrowly missing a strolling spruce grouse. Down Charles’ lane she screeched, dodging a lawn tractor and nudging three potted fruit trees. Without knocking, she charged into the kitchen to the marshalling beats of the “William Tell Overture” on his stereo. He looked mildly astonished, as if she had suffered a fatal lack of manners but poured her a coffee without blinking.


  “Just cream, isn’t it?”


  “Sorry, Charles. No time for niceties. Your line was busy. You haven’t tasted that gift yet, have you?”


  He pointed to a sizzling pan, the air rich with butter. “Why? What’s wrong? I was calling the weather line, or as they call it, da wedderline. That dialect tickles my ear.”


  She flopped into a chair, her breathing returning to normal, noting the chopped mushrooms still on the counter. “Oh, nothing. Just gastric upset possibly leading to convulsions. Probably survivable, healthy man like you. Jack O’Lanterns aren’t as deadly as the infamous amanitas or the corts.”


  “Jack...my God.” He sat down heavily, mopping his brow with his apron, colour bleached from his face. “The poor soul must have made a dreadful blunder. Do you suppose she gave them to anyone else? We should call her immediately.”


  Belle picked up a phone book and traced a few columns, snapping it shut with an irritated frown. “There’s no Ben Drummond listed. Let’s see that note again.”


  He gestured outside at the smoking sauna pipe. “I burned it starting the stove. A test run.”


  “And the basket?”


  His expression showed a momentary sign of relief. “That, I saved. It seemed handy for collecting my raspberries. Looks like a bumper crop’s coming.” Out of a closet he lifted a typical two-quart cardboard basket with a wooden handle.


  Examining purple stains on the bottom, Belle sighed hopelessly. “Ubiquitous. A million of them every blueberry season. The note might have told us more.”


  He rubbed at his hands, shrinking for the first time into the pose of an old man. “I’m not sure I follow. What are you implying?”


  Belle sipped the coffee, unable to avoid noticing that his machine was the purest white, instead of all-concealing black plastic like hers. The tablecloth looked freshly ironed, and infinite pasta varieties sat in clear graduated canisters on the shelves. What a wonderful wife Charles would have made. “How’s the dog situation?”


  “What? Oh, I see, but that’s unthinkable. People don’t poison neighbours over dogs,” he said, his face a mirror of righteous indignation betrayed by a tic which rustled one eye. “Or do they? Should we call the police?”


  Charles was such a baby. She resisted an urge to laugh at his naïveté. “Remember my van? I didn’t tell you that the damage might have been done in my yard. Didn’t want you to worry. Somebody comes down this road at night, they can get away with...anything. First, let’s be sure about this Mrs. Drummond. I’ll check Ed’s list of property owners.”


  “The plowman?”


  “Ed’s President of the Road Association, a dubious distinction. Just an ad hoc group we formed to keep government on its toes. Bring in those Neighbourhood Watch signs, make sure the garbage collection is regular, dump asphalt into the potholes before they swallow smaller children. Anyway, this could be a very vicious prank, so as they say in gangster films, watch your back. And since you’re a regular at the pound, you might think of adopting a nice junkyard dog. The old ‘can’t beat ’em, join ’em’ rule.” As she rose to leave, he shook his head soberly, dumped out the mushrooms and began scouring the pan with religious fervour.


  The roar of a chainsaw greeted her as Belle pulled into Ed’s drive. He was slicing birch while Hélène held the log on the battered sawhorse. Looking up, his wife ran her finger over her throat so that he cut the throttle and turned around. “God in heaven,” Hélène said, removing her ear protection. “I can’t hear, and the sawdust is killing my eyes. The old man’s half-deaf anyway.”


  “Time for a break,” Ed said, hauling them to the kitchen table.


  Belle refused the offer of more coffee, looking in consternation at her watch. Would she never get to town? “I need to check your list of property owners.”


  “What’s up? Are you ambulance chasing? Didn’t hear of no one dying lately.”


  She bristled at his jibe but decided to dismiss it in good humour. “Very funny. And if you mean Whitman’s place last year, his daughter called me. It might interest you to know that Charles Sullivan was given a basket of poison mushrooms.”


  Ed plumped out his apple cheeks. “No kidding! The new guy? Is he from Toronto or something? We don’t eat no funny fungi don’t come from the supermarket,” he said, stuffing a piece of banana bread in his mouth and walking his fingers toward the butter.


  Hélène tapped his arm in mid-motion, and he drew back like a chastened kid. “We love Cousin Berthe’s mushroom stew, Ed, but she has her patches on the farm.”


  Belle narrowed her eyes. “Maybe a mistake, maybe not. There was a note saying that they were from a Mrs. Drummond. Charles has been having trouble with the Rogers’ dogs. I wouldn’t put this stunt past Mabel Joy.”


  “Mabel Joy?” said Hélène. “This is starting to make sense. Her grandmother, bless her soul passed on now, was a famous one for wild mushrooms. Mabel Joy used to carry her pails. Snotty kid she was, too full of herself for our boys.”


  Ed came back with the list, scratching his stomach where his Expos shirt hiked up. “No Drummond. Didn’t ring a bell, and we’ve been here forty years.”


  “Listen,” Belle said. “I’ll take care of Mabel Joy. As for Charles, he needs a friend. You like fishing, and so does he. He doesn’t have a boat and might appreciate knowing about a place where he could fish from the bank. Why not take him to that kettle lake by the Airport Road?”


  FOURTEEN


  Miriam pasted on a stamp, licked and sealed the envelope and placed it on a small pile of mail. She rubbed her thumb and index finger together and shot a mischievous grin across the room. “With six sales this month, you can afford to give me a raise.”


  A mental close-up over the balance sheet made Belle grimace. A bonus was a kiss, a raise a commitment. “Listen, Madame What-Have-You-Done-For-Me-Lately, we had to share the commissions on three. And even if this is the peak season, you know our ups and downs. A strike at INCO or Falconbridge is always around the corner.” She selected the cream-filled morsels from a box of Timbits. Who said something couldn’t come from nothing? The enterprising doughnut chain fried the scrap holes into moneymakers. Maybe Zack should get into recycling. All those tires dumped in the bush to avoid disposal fees could be sliced up and woven into blasting site mats. She munched for a moment, then got up and went to the window, sighing mournfully.


  “Where did I put the address of that food bank?” Miriam plucked the last chocolate rounds from the box, then watched Belle pace. “For heaven’s sake, what’s wrong with you? Settle down. You’re making me nervous.”


  “Well, to run with the food metaphor, I love a full plate, but not full of worries. Anni, Zack, now more problems. Remember Mr. Sullivan? He was invaded by a pack of dogs.”


  “Wild dogs?”


  “Of course not. They belonged to the Rogers next door. Anyway, with no cooperation from them, he took a couple to the pound. That’s when he received a warning.”


  “Sounds intriguing. What kind of warning? Dead seagull tacked to the door?”


  “Oh, a friendly note and eine kleine poisonous mushroom in the innocent Canadian night.” She hummed a snatch of Mozart.


  “Do we have a Lucretia Borgia here? Poisoning’s a feminine art. Women have always been the experts in what’s edible and what’s not.” Miriam narrowed lizard eyes in juicy contemplation. “I can see her now. Smooth as chocolate chiffon pie. And speaking of...” she poked into the box. “There’s only cinnamon left, and we hate those. Next time ask for our favourites. You’re assertive enough about refusing raises.”


  Belle refused to continue sparring. “I have a suspicion Mabel Joy Rogers is the culprit, but he burned the note. A fake name anyway. Just another annoyance to the police. I’ve got to drop a few very strong hints, without just walking in cold. She’s not smart, but she’s shrewd. Much more dangerous.”


  “Do they have a place in town? Offer her a free appraisal. Say there’s a buyer interested. It’s a foolproof temptation, especially for a big house.” Miriam winked. “Good time to look around, too. Check out her rings for flip tops.”


  “The pellet with the poison’s in the chalice from the palace.” Or was it? Danny Kaye had her head whirling. While Miriam got Mabel Joy on the line, Belle pictured her neighbour. “Chiffon” to the last atom, all fluff and no substance. In their few chance meetings, she had taken an instant dislike to the pretentious puppet. Five minutes of conversation picking roadside berries had dangled the names of the Shield University president, the Mayor, local MPs and MPPs along with barbs about welfare mothers, immigrants, gays and aboriginals, all under the guise of “what was right for society.” That lethal old bromide covered every personal prejudice, as dangerous now as it had been in the Russian pogroms, the McCarthy era, or the Attack on America which had levelled the Trade Towers and galvanized Canada’s best ally into a state of wartime alert.


  Her husband Earl ran Rogers Concrete, a blue-collar success his wife never forgave, though she inhaled the profits like Royal Bank stock dividends, the license on her lilac Cadillac reading “MY WAY.” From pointed comments about local bumpkins and cultural drydock, it was also obvious that she hated living in Sudbury. The two kids were in their twenties, both provinces away from Mommie Dearest.


  After listening for a long, uninterrupted period, gesturing theatrically at Belle and making encouraging faces, Miriam finally hung up. “Showtime. Oh, she mentioned a condo in New Mexico. Work that angle.”


  Earl and Mabel Joy bedded down in fashionable Northern Lights, an upscale development dozed over blasted rockface. No triflers at under 300K, please. The megamonster houses squatted like designer toads on their minuscule lots, dominating the landscape instead of harmonizing, overpriced suburban sprawl from Orlando to Los Angeles to Vancouver to Halifax. 1200 Orion Crescent rose three blocky storeys with a triple garage. Taupe brick, Spanish tile roof, an antebellum portico and English Tudor windows. An architect on Prozac? The salmon lockstone pavement, which clashed with the Caddy, was bordered by mugho pines and spreading junipers along the walkway. Standing like an encyclopedia hawker in front of the double doors, etched glass and shiny brass, Belle pressed the buzzer while chimes clanged “The Sound of Music” and a fierce yapping developed inside, followed by leaping scratches like chalk on a blackboard.


  After a well-timed pause, one door opened and Mabel Joy appeared in a silver lamé jumpsuit better for ogling than for exercise. With a theatrical smile, she swept back a honey-blonde mane and executed a leg movement worthy of Margot Fonteyn to shove aside what appeared to be the fattest Lhasa Apso on record. A self-actuating dustmop.


  “So soon? I’m impressed. Business must be slow.”


  Behind a closed-lip smile, Belle clenched her teeth together before answering, a few dental isometrics to manage a professional tone. “Not at all, Mabel Joy. I was volunteering at the soup kitchen and just ladled out the last of the minestrone.” Some day I should do that, she thought, remembering Fred’s support group.


  Mabel Joy’s face didn’t twitch, thanks to Toronto’s premier nip-and-tuck surgeon, or just mighty good practice. “Such a worthy cause. Before I became allergic to cats, I was Vice-President of the Homeless Persian Society.” She checked her watch with thinly disguised impatience. “Let’s get started. Your girl said that you’d do a thorough appraisal, and though I don’t believe for a minute that you have a buyer lined up, Belle, such a stale old ploy, I have been thinking of using the house as collateral for a condo in Santa Fe,” she said. Then she retreated as if on wheels into a marble foyer leading to a spiral staircase perfect for Rhett Butler’s famous climb and Scarlett’s equally famous fall. The air reeked of lemon oil.


  Belle followed the brisk tour, jotting notes to match Mabel Joy’s staccato delivery. The classy touches were as expected in newer, high-end homes built during the Nickel Capital’s last boom, distressed oak floors, a gas fireplace in the sitting room and a master suite large enough for beach volleyball. The kitchen rivalled a set for a television cooking show. “I’m very proud of this,” the woman added, flipping open whisper-quiet doors to reveal custom-made spice racks and appliance hutches amid acres of light blue-grained oak shelving. She tapped sequined fingernails on a tiled island framing a Jenn-Air grill. “So convenient in the long winters, if you must spend them here, that is.”


  Belle could have blinked back icy tears recalling her stubborn efforts at barbecuing on the deck during blizzards. They cruised by five bedrooms, four bathrooms, a combination library and computer room, and a cedar sauna in the basement. On the recreation room wall, Mabel Joy pulled down a screen which served as a giant television via satellite connection projector. “Saves so much space.” In the exercise room sat every apparatus in the history of body building: weight-lifting centres, stair-stepper, treadmill and a twisty torturer she described as an ab machine, patting her flat stomach with an annoying smirk. Belle sucked in her gut all the way outside.


  The back yard butted against a rock outcrop, framed by tall redwood fences. A graceful pool with waterlilies and a bronze cherub spouting water from a questionable place made a peaceful setting for garden furniture of white wrought iron. Scant privacy, though, since from the second floor vantage of any neighbouring house, all properties gave free shows. Belle’s eyes followed several golden shapes swimming in leisure around the pond. “Beautiful koi. I used to have an aquarium. You must need a big tank to keep them through the winter,” she said.


  Mabel Joy flicked a pebble into the pond, startling the fish into a frenzy. “They’re cheap enough. Give them to the cats next door every freeze-up and get new ones in May.”


  Stifling an urge to make an anonymous call to the Royal Society for the Protection of Carp, Belle tallied up the juicy additions which would add bucks to the value, making a note to learn what nearby houses had sold for lately to add credibility to her appraisal. Looking at this conspicuous consumption, it was hard to comprehend how mean-spirited, not to mention murderous, Mabel Joy was acting at the cottage. And where were the animals? Other than the obnoxious scratching machine, there was no sign, not a kennel or dog house, and no dark hair floating around the creamy leather sofa and chairs.


  Finally the last chandelier had tinkled and the final eat-in closet had been shut, the gas heat extolled along with the low-e windows. Mabel Joy seemed to grit her pearly caps as she offered Belle a cup of tea, banging down a box of Twining’s Earl Grey and boiling water, hauling open drawers for napkins and spoons to complete the token gesture as quickly as possible. Her notebook full, her bag of ideas empty, Belle was ruminating on how to deliver her message without seeming a fool.


  Suddenly a red flash in a cabinet caught her eye, and she moved quietly into a chair beside a withered pothos, a plant nearly impossible to kill. “You’re considering a condo in the States?” she asked.


  With a bright smile, Mabel Joy skipped the warm-the-pot stage and plunged the stainless steel tea ball into the boiling water like a bathysphere cut loose. “Have you been to the Southwest, Belle? It’s heaven in the winter. Theatre, quaint little art studios, conversation with more than two-syllable words. And the restaurants. I get so tired of our options: steak, spaghetti and chop suey, not to mention the ‘wattleyousehave’ mentality. So lovely and dry there, too. A godsend for those of us tormented by allergies.”


  “Florida’s the only southern state I’ve visited. My father reti...


  “Oh, Florida’s just a tourist trap now. Maybe fifty years ago it was a decent spot before all those doddering retirees and then the boat people. ‘Castro’s dumpsite,’ my friends who left Miami call it.” Her lips pursed, revealing vertical age lines sucking back fuchsia lipstick while she flapped a bejewelled hand in derision. No compartments, though, just blinding diamonds.


  Belle drank quietly, controlling her temper by savouring the smoky tang for a moment. Then she spilled her cup with a clumsy motion. “Oh, darn, don’t get up. I’m closer,” she said, reaching for a nearby drawer and pulling out a familiar red-flowered cloth. “I forgot to ask. How are you getting along with your new neighbour?” she asked as she blotted with vigour, giving the table a finishing polish and flapping the cloth like a flag.


  A flush lit the ivory coast of Mabel Joy’s face. “Whom do you mean?” Her little finger trembled as she raised her cup. That pose belonged with the mannered films of the early Thirties. Constance Bennett? Good grammar, though, probably lectured poor Earl about saying “anyways.”


  “Why, Charles Sullivan, that charming man. You’re lucky he bought Brown’s place instead of a family with teenagers and noisy Seadoos. He’s done wonders with the property already.” She added a pregnant pause and looked around pointedly. “Say, where are the rest of your dogs? I’m always...passing them on the road. Awfully friendly, aren’t they?”


  Mabel Joy cleared her throat, fixated on the cloth as if it were the Shroud of Turin. “Well, except for Fluffhead, my baby, they stay at the plant unless we’re at the camp. Earl built a fenced run behind the mixers.”


  Poor mutts, she thought, inhaling cement dust twenty-four hours a day. Meanwhile her hands examined the serviette, searching for a tag. “What fine linen. Did you buy it in Toronto, or is this something extra special from the States?”


  As she left, Belle felt that Mabel Joy had gotten the message, clunky or not. There was a satisfying expediency about simple social dynamics before governments added complications like jury trials and expensive prisons. Medieval communities policed themselves quite nicely, discounting a few witch burnings. What would they have done to a poisoner? Something poetic, no doubt. She pictured Mabel Joy pressed to death with bags of Cartier tennis bracelets.


  Rain began to splatter on the pavement as she drove back across town, and a traffic jam made her detour along Brewster Street. Slowing for a light, she thumped the steering column to the beat of Leonard Cohen’s “The Future,” the apocalyptic lyrics an ironic comment on urban life: “I’ve seen the future, brother: it is murder.” Then the door of a shabby hotel opened, and Craig lumbered out, burdened by a suitcase fastened with rope and a cardboard box on his shoulder, frowning as the rain hit his face. Perhaps he was shifting his belongings to that rooming house Fred had mentioned. Rolling down the window, she yelled, “Care for a ride? I’m going through Garson.”


  He squinted for a moment, then gave a ghost of a smile in recognition. With a grunt, he unloaded his baggage and slipped into the front seat, wiping his eyes. “Thanks. I remember you from the restaurant. Craig’s my name.”


  “Belle Palmer.” She turned off the radio.


  He nodded and shook her hand in an oddly old-fashioned gesture. They travelled a few blocks in silence, past an underpass infamous for muggings. At the petition of women’s groups, safety mirrors had been erected at each end. Belle paused to let a stooped form with a grocery pullcart jaywalk across the street. Bag lady or just a baba heading home to cook cabbage rolls? Poverty was well-clothed in North America, invisible from a distance. A boy, a young man, it was hard to tell in the growing darkness, leaned against a wall of graffiti and moved his slim pelvis suggestively while a Volvo station wagon lingered at an alley. As Belle stepped on the accelerator, an arm motioned from the wagon’s window, and the boy started towards the car. “Stop!” Craig yelled suddenly.


  Startled by the command, she slammed on the brakes, and he jumped out, running to the Volvo and pounding on the hood. The driver, his face contorted with fear, screeched away, while the young boy lit a cigarette and turned to leave. Craig touched his shoulder, gesturing more in frustration than anger, but the boy tossed back wet blond hair, yanked a sweatshirt hood forward and ducked into the underpass as the wind picked up and sheets of rain lashed the pavement.


  Craig climbed back into the van, shivering, his head in his hands. Belle looked at him in dim confusion, marvelling at how easily fiction blended with fact and how distant this lowlife scene was from her wilderness, though barely twenty miles separated them. How had she survived in Toronto?


  “Sorry,” he said, straightening up. “Thanks for waiting.”


  “And drive off with your luggage? I could never show my face at Fred’s again.” She laughed to break the tension, juiced the heater to dry him off. “Who was that guy?”


  “Never told me his real name. Calls himself Jedi. That’s how they operate. No two the same. Helps clients find who they want.”


  “Clients. I should have guessed. You mean male prostitution.” Predators and prey on the pavements. She was surprised to imagine a meat market outside of large cities, but perhaps she had grown naïve, returning each evening to her sanctuary on the lake.


  Craig’s voice was gravelly, strong with contempt. “They make me sick. Did you see that station wagon? Fancy kiddie seats in the back. Probably told his wife he had to work late, the bastard.”


  “Can you help...Jedi?”


  “I’m no social worker. And even if I was, he likes his freedom, or thinks he does. Anyway, how can a fourteen-year-old make a living?”


  Belle dropped him at a large old building around the corner from Fred’s restaurant. A tattered Canadian flag hung from one window, a gutter broken above, spewing a deluge of rust stains down the cracked stucco façade. Yet hanging by the front door were two pots of geraniums. A young girl sweeping the steps gave Craig a winning smile. As Belle drove away, a devious idea whispered in her ear. If she told Steve about the two-for-one hot turkey sandwiches on Wednesday nights as a special lure, perhaps he might meet his brother there.


  It was later than usual by the time she turned down her road and noticed with some dismay that Patsy Sommers’ car was missing. As a rule, she made her shopping trips in the early morning. Visiting relatives? One of those long disappearances nearly every other year? Belle heard the dogs barking inside at the sound of the van. The brief rain had only added to the stifling humidity, yet windows and doors were shut tight.


  After a late dinner of pasta salad made with black olives, red peppers and salmon, Belle called Charles to tell him about the impromptu play at Mabel Joy’s. “And you’re really convinced that she was the guilty party?” he asked, dismay in his voice. “A woman of her position? It beggars belief. More like a cheap tabloid.”


  “You’re a babe in the woods, Charles. Clearly it galled her to ransom the dogs at the pound. Maybe she stewed about it. Then she remembered Grandmother’s hobby and banked on your naïveté. It’s easy to poison people. I’ve ripped up deadly nightshade in a field by my father’s nursing home. Purple monkshood looks spectacular in perennial gardens. Potato sprouts can be chopped into a pretty salad.” He remained silent as she continued. “We didn’t stand a chance at pinning her down without the note, and with her shrewdness, she probably wore gloves. Doesn’t matter now. I think you’re home free.”


  “On that happy turn of events, I’m off for a dip,” he said.


  Turning out the light, Belle went to the bedroom window for a final commune with the lake. On the second floor, the heat was becoming oppressive, despite her ceiling fan. A thump resounded on the glass, and the dog nosed slobber on the patio door screen. Dragonflies were back, chomping up the mosquitoes. Warily she eased out onto the narrow deck, a builder’s decoration useful only for blessing crowds Papal style. Not a bite, she cheered, thanks to the helicoptering insects. One neon marvel landed on her hand and sat as content as a trained bird, its isinglass wings catching rainbows from the reflected sunset, all twelve billion eyes surveying her in an information overload. Across at the Reserve, familiar lights winked, the first greeting each black winter morning. Who it was, she hadn’t a clue, but she welcomed the kinship of all those who enjoyed the lake, like Anni, her friend who was probably pretty damn mad. The end of July already, and no one had the faintest idea who had killed her.


  FIFTEEN


  It was hellish hot at dawn, but the waterbed thermostat hadn’t gone berserk. The annual heat wave had begun, an all-too-brief experience. Tossing on a madras pantsuit from her historical collection, Belle checked a calendar for appointments, then realized that she had pencilled in an open house for Tuesday. Father’s lunch would have to hop a day ahead, but he wouldn’t mind. Driving to town shortly after seven to get an early start at work, she slowed at the Sommers’ place. No car, and still the dogs sang in chorus. Patsy was probably gone with the children, leaving the poor beasts to roast inside, despite the disgusting ramifications. Meddling or not, she should call the SPCA.


  The office was quiet. Belle flicked on the air conditioner, stood in front of it for a moment flapping her arms, then charged up the coffee maker. At her desk, she sat down and pulled Anni’s letter from her briefcase, reading it for the umpteenth time. If only she could find out where the woman had worked, over what Godforsaken place that curious octagonal steeple presided. Might Edith write again? Too Good to be True usually was.


  Miriam banged through the door with a box of office supplies and started loading paper into the fax machine. “The last air conditioner north of Barrie has been sold, Sears said, Canadian Tire, too. Sat up half the night with a bag of ice on my head. I came to work to get cool. Can I rent a cot here tonight?”


  “Be my guest. No charge.” Belle watched office workers in shorts cross the street, water bottles in hand. Part of her wished that she could bed down here tonight instead of trudging home. “The heat’s going to make tempers short. Steve says crime jumps in the summer. But even if pushed to the limits, can you imagine killing someone?”


  Her eyes were red and swollen, but Miriam’s expression was hard to read. Dead pan funny or drop dead serious. “Yes.”


  “Are you joking?”


  “I said yes. Why do you ask?”


  An unusual abruptness. A bad night’s sleep made anyone crabby. Or perhaps Miriam was having problems with her daughter. Belle pursed her lips and sat back in the chair. “Anni’s death is becoming a cold case, so I’m grasping at straws. This was a deliberate murder of a decent woman.”


  Miriam spoke evenly, sharpening a pencil with calm deliberation, adjusting the wheel for maximum point until the tip pleased her appraising finger. “Perhaps she was. Perhaps she wasn’t. Once upon a time the most decent man in our family was Uncle Phil. Took the collection at church, kind to animals, devoted to kids. Everyone loved him. The best disguise in the world. Always is. That’s how they get away with it.”


  That explained Miriam’s face when they had been discussing the abuse movie. What words to say? No matter how old you got, life always served up a custard pie to catch you off guard, Georgy Girl. She felt her pulse quicken in the silence. Comparing a tragedy like that with dessert. “I never imagined. You’re always so...I mean...did he...” She bit her tongue.


  Her friend gave a dark laugh. “Don’t jump to grubby conclusions, Belle. You know me. I settled his hash. Even at twelve I had spunk. But I never opened my mouth. Not until my daughter told me what he tried with her. I was still married to Jack then, and he nailed the old man a good one. No one talks to him now. He’s isolated and lonely as he deserves to be. I’d have him rotting in jail, but Grandma would have died.”


  Belle knew Miriam, and no weeping and demure patting of backs was expected. With no further words, they turned to their respective chores, plastering welcome smiles on their faces as a client walked in.


  Later, during her father’s meal, and he would insist on the usual hot food, Belle was preoccupied, not only by the brutal temperatures as the day wore on, but by the Sommers situation. The phone line at the SPCA had been busy all morning. She flapped his National Enquirer and nibbled in desultory fashion at a tuna salad sandwich, getting up to adjust the fan and close the curtains against the relentless sun. Air conditioners weren’t standard in most Sudbury homes, much less in an older building like Rainbow Country. Madame exercise lady looked more chipper than ever, and why not, since chipper was her business?


  A college student on placement came by with a metal carafe of ice water. “The nurses want everybody to drink as much as possible,” she said. “He’ll get an extra sponge bath before bed.”


  Belle glanced now and then at the old man, mildly dismayed at his swelling cheeks. “Swallow now, Father. Take some cold water.” He reached out a gnarly hand for his glass while she read an article about shark cartilage as a possible cure for arthritis. They could be right. Years before doctors confirmed the link, the tabloid had revealed the connection between stomach ulcers and that peppy pylori bacteria.


  The last shrimp sat on his plate as the noon news began, flashing scenes of a wicked five-car accident on the heavily travelled Falconbridge Highway the night before. A slurry truck had jackknifed, and the spillage had complicated rescue efforts. Ambulances were arriving from all directions. “All finished?” she asked without looking. There was no answer. “Are you fin...” A red chipmunk cartoon had replaced him, cheeks pouched to capacity, eyes rolling back in his skull. Worst of all, he made no sound.


  Belle threw aside the paper and fled down the hall, yelling for help. With two husky aides hauled from the lunchroom in mid-spoon, Cherie unlatched the lap seat, and they tried to hoist the old man to apply the Heimlich. A dead weight in their arms, he slumped towards the floor, his legs buckling like limp twigs as his slippers dropped off.


  Watching their efforts, Belle stood to one side, helpless, crazy thoughts rushing through her head. “Well, if he dies now, in full sail of his favourite meal, without pain, at eighty-four, it’s not a bad way to go. Lose consciousness. A quick heart attack. And I paid his rent last week for the whole month.” She pounded the back of her head against the wall. What monster would remember his bank balance? Shouting commands to each other, the trio had placed him on the floor and was trying to pry open his mouth, teeth clamped in paralysis, his face plum purple.


  At that point Belle surrendered all objectivity and stepped outside, closing the door and sinking into a crouch as her heart hammered. A tiny woman pushing a tripod walker on wheels inched by, bobbing her head like an inquisitive sparrow, a bib dangling from her stringy neck. “What’s his name?” she asked in a weak and tremulous voice that drew out the syllables.


  That question threw Belle for a minute. All his life he’d gone by Norman, Sir Norman his girlfriend “consort” called him, with their jokes about the Royal family. But the nursing home used his first name, so he changed back without a fuss. “Uh, Norman, I mean George.”


  Three more times did the wizened gnome roll by with the same question while Belle answered in a patient ritual, forcing down fear like a coiled spring. Every silver-haired doll might have been her mother had she lived. Would the old man soon be a memory, too? Like Zack with Anni, she hadn’t told him that she loved him. Not lately.


  Finally the door opened, and a sweating Cherie took her arm. “We got his airway open. He’s off to St. Joseph’s by ambulance.” The front door slammed, and footsteps pounded down the hall behind a squeaking gurney. In seconds, a blanketed form swept past, leaving Belle like a character in search of an author, muddling around the scene of destruction to retrieve van keys, mindlessly collecting the unopened pie and ice cream box from the dresser.


  “You saved his life. Will he be all right?” she asked the aide on her way out.


  The affable giant with a nose stud, who shaved her father with a surprisingly gentle hand, gave a reassuring nod. “They can be stronger than you think, if there’s the will to live.”


  “Have you seen this before? What will they do at the hospital?”


  “Oh, just routine. He might have aspirated food, so they’ll want to check his lungs. Pneumonia is more dangerous than the sore throat he’ll have.”


  After presenting him with the pie as a meagre reward, Belle navigated downtown, weaving through traffic in a trance, running full speed from the far reaches of the hospital parking lot. Sudbury’s three health care facilities had been ordered by the Ontario government to consolidate. Meanwhile the system was in chaos, only one emergency room in use, a Megahospital the size of Manhattan under construction at the newest site.


  “George Palmer,” she said to the Intensive Care head nurse, only to learn that her father was in X-ray and that a couple of hours would pass before all the tests were evaluated. “In the waiting room is a direct line to our station. Call about his condition any time.”


  Half an hour later, a can of tasteless iced tea sweating in her hand, Belle fidgeted in an uncomfortable plastic chair. Her eyes felt gritty and her skin greasy. People came and went, mostly in families, picked up the phone for a moment, then spoke to each other in hushed tones. “Gran’s allowed one five-minute visit an hour,” a thin blonde woman said to a sniffling boy and girl. “We’ll go at two, and Aunt Kelly will come tonight with Daddy.” She gave their hair a quick brush and spit-wiped a smudge from the boy’s cheek.


  Then Belle was alone with her thoughts. Another problem of being an only child. Nobody to share the pain. Nobody to share the inheritance either, her evil half added. She leafed through tattered magazines dealing with cooking or clothes, interests far from her concern, more restless and jumpy as the clock moved on. Finally she focused on a simple cross on the wall. This oldest hospital, formally the General, had been run by the Sisters of St. Joseph, “nunbuns” her Catholic friend from college called them. Perhaps a prayer would help. Surely there was some dark and quiet place. The light was bothering her eyes.


  At Reception a helpful volunteer lady pointed the way to the Chapel. In her fragile and almost giddy state, now that some hope had appeared, she thought of the song, “Going to the Chapel.” But this small nook was a peaceful, nondenominational shelter for meditation, even for agnostics and lapsed Anglicans. Stained glass windows scattered iridescence across the rows of oak pews, vases of fragrant Oriental lilies scented the air, and a wisp of incense lingered, or was she imagining it? Belle approached a side altar heaped with candles in graduated sizes. Her mother’s father had been French Canadian, the only Catholic in the family. She would choose the biggest candle she could find, and ask for, what was it called? Intercession? Funny how these terms from distant confirmation lessons lingered.


  She dropped a twoonie into the box and took a thin stick, lighting it from another person’s prayer. As she pressed her knees to the velvet cushion, the candle kindled a small warmth. He was an old man in a nursing home, one tremulous step from the final humiliation of bed care. She would not wish life in name only upon him should his last energy drain from his diminishing capacities. Her favourite Shakespeare play had the best advice: “Oh, let him pass,” Kent said of Lear. “He hates him, / That would upon the rack of this tough world / Stretch him out longer.” If he wanted to live, even for his game shows, her weekly lunches, memories of dusty films, let him live with dignity, or not at all. The finality brought a lump to her throat, and she heard a sob though she had thought herself alone. Crossing herself in a ritual strangely comforting, forgetting whether right preceded left, repeating the process three times, she rose and turned. At the door stood a small figure in white haloed by the bright lights of the corridor. A nurse? Were they looking for her? Was it all over?


  “I hope your prayers are answered. I will say a rosary for you,” said a nun in an old-fashioned white habit, stroking with wrinkled fingers a set of blood red garnet beads as much a work of art as a symbol. Belle wiped her eyes and nodded. Something odd, she thought, as the woman disappeared into the shadowy light of the chapel. Was that a humpback?


  Finally she was allowed to see her father. “The tests are fine. He’ll be going back to Rainbow as soon as we can get another ambulance. You know the delays,” the nurse said with a shrug. “Have a few words with him, but go on home if you need to. I’ll keep an eye open.”


  Belle hadn’t even thought about home, about Freya, her other family. “I’d appreciate that. You’ve all been great.”


  She moved over to the gurney where he lay motionless, eyes closed, like a stylized knight atop a marble vault, folded hands ready to clasp a broadsword. Another battle won, perhaps the last victory. She adjusted the twisted plastic identity bracelet, tucked the sheet over his bony shoulder, once so muscular. His hair was neatly combed, and his face pink and smooth. Suddenly the blue eyes snapped open, the brilliant cornflower colour that had courted her mother when Canadian troops were marching off to fight Hitler. Bushy white eyebrows furrowed as he looked up, his eyes struggling for focus. Minutes passed. Was he medicated? Had there been some neurological damage from the asphyxia? “Where’s my pie and ice cream?” he demanded in a gruff tone. She laughed so hard that she had to close her legs.


  With her father dozing, Belle walked the long row of critical care beds, glad that the ordeal had been brief. He could have ended up like that poor soul, she imagined, passing curtains fluttering around a patient on multiple support systems, a ventilator, heart monitor, tubes and bags filling and draining the still form. Man, woman, age, it was hard to tell. A bustling nurse moved a corner of the sheet to take a pulse. Stark against the flaccid white arm was a tattoo. Belle stopped, still wiping tears from her eyes, working her memory.


  An Amazon in a lab coat, her thick silver-blond hair plaited in one long braid, picked up the chart. Dr. Evelyn Easton, Sudbury’s premier surgeon, an infallible diagnostician with a pair of magic hands. They had met, if one could call it that, over a routine colonoscopy years ago during which Belle had sniffled but never budged under that roto-rooter, she recalled with uncomfortable pride. Suddenly the tattoo came into focus. A black rose. Belle’s blood grew icy, though the room was warm and humid. She heard nothing but pounding waves in her ears. “Pardon me. I might know that woman.”


  SIXTEEN


  Easton scanned the chart with approval and made a few notes, then rubbed at her neck as if she hadn’t been to bed in days. “A dreadful accident on the Falconbridge Highway last night. She hasn’t recovered consciousness.” She looked up and stared blearily at Belle. “Are you the sister from Montreal we’ve been trying to contact? All we had was a name in her wallet. A family member at the bedside can make a difference.”


  “Family.” The last words trailed off like a fading stereo. The floor seemed to move closer. Light shrank into a small white circle in a distant corner. Belle reached for a table, struggling to make her legs cooperate. “My God. Her children!”


  With a quick hand, Easton grabbed Belle’s arm, and swept her onto a wheeled stool, shaking her gently, her voice level and demanding. “Children? Small children? Are you saying they’re alone? Wouldn’t they have gone to the neighbours?”


  I’m her neighbour, she felt like screaming, but after a hard swallow, she related what she feared.


  Calmed by the quiet efficiency of an emergency room surgeon, Belle worked with Easton to alert the police and put the Children’s Aid on standby. “I’ve given them the address and told them about the dogs. Better go home now,” she said, pressing a cool hand to Belle’s cheek. “You’ve done all you can.” The doctor turned to respond to the urgent wave of a young nurse, who was breathing heavily, a splash of blood across the shoulder of her white uniform.


  Belle fled the hospital with renewed respect for overworked health care workers. Even so, she knew that she was heading into another nightmare. It would be impossible just to drive past Patsy’s. The air conditioner was set to polar, but she was flushed and wet. This was the fatal convergence, the terrible chance a careless mother had taken to steal a quick trip to town for milk or bread, some inanity, trusting that she’d be back in a hour. How many parents acted with the same boldfaced impunity every week? The papers had enjoyed a field day with the couple who had left for a Caribbean vacation, locking their ten-year-old in the house with a freezer of TV dinners. Patsy’s kids weren’t even in school yet. Dottie had been right about that fine line between meddling and social responsibility, a line easier to ignore by remaining silent. Perhaps Anni had paid the price for that act of conscience. “And the current temperature is 36.6 degrees centrigrade, folks, that’s 100 degrees, a new record for Sudbury,” said the radio. “Enjoy it while you can. Here’s ‘Frosty, the Snowman’ to blow some white stuff your way.”


  When she finally pulled up at Patsy’s, she felt reassured to see police cars waiting. Apparently the dogs were still alive, for she could hear them barking furiously. “I’m the neighbour who reported this,” she said to the officer in charge, Hal Cooper. “The Rotties may not have been fed for a day or two.” She paused, thinking of another nauseous possibility.


  “Christ, I hope kids aren’t in there. We’ve tried the door. It’s open, but we’re not keen on passing those dogs. Dirk has five minutes to get here with his gear. Otherwise...” Fingers brushed over his sidearm, reassuringly snapped Canadian style into a leather holster against the temptation of a quick draw. He let out a breath of relief at an approaching dust cloud. “Here’s our man,” he called to his crew. “Let’s move!”


  Another cruiser pulled up, and Belle turned to see a man dressed in a padded suit, two muzzles and a stick with a noose in his hands. Hal introduced them. “You know the dogs? Are they vicious?”


  She gestured with despair. “Owner says not, but that doesn’t mean anything.”


  “Could be tricky. I’m going to open the door easy-does-it and see what we have.” He edged in as flashes of dark fur jumped in the doorway. Then the barking stopped, and she could hear his voice talking in low tones. With surprising docility, the Rotties were led out muzzled and placed into the police van. “A giant bag of dog food was broken open in the kitchen,” Dirk said, taking off his heavy suit and accepting a soda. “Got water from the usual porcelain bowl. Dogs are pretty instinctive. Kids must be in the bedrooms. I can hear one crying, not very loud, though.”


  Hal vanished into the house, returning a moment later. “They’re in the back. Look OK at first glance. Can you go and stay with them, Miss? Uniforms are scary for kids sometimes. No woman on my crew today. I’ve got to radio again and find out where that damn ambulance is. Friggin’ cutbacks.”


  Belle wiped sweat from her face. “I think they might be comfortable with me. We met once.”


  “They’ll need some water, not too cold, though,” Hal said.


  She inched into the house, breathing through her mouth. The window fan was broken. One giant sauna. Any more delay might have brought a triple funeral, dogs notwithstanding. Excrement was smeared over the rug in front of a ripped couch; a few toys lay scattered through urine puddles in front of a giant television and matching VCR. Patsy’s priorities again.


  Still searching her mind for their names as she picked her way across a floor littered with toys, she saw a colourful height chart beside a doorway, each child’s progress documented by a clown holding rising balloons. Down the short hall she followed the whimperings, entering a small room with bunk beds and a crib. On the floor were two children, the girl apparently sleeping with a teddy bear, the boy barely sitting up. Where was the third? She fumbled with the blankets in the crib, retrieving an empty plastic baby bottle. The boy blinked at her, eyes struggling for focus under a shank of wet hair. She smiled, modulating her voice, trying not to sound panicky.


  “Hi, Joe. I like your Batman shirt.” She turned to the girl, naked except for a pair of panties. “And you must be Lisa. I’m Belle. Remember me? Your mom can’t come home for a while, and I’ve come to take you to a nice cool place where you can get a good supper. Are you guys hungry?”


  “Uh-uh. Thirsty.” Joe pointed to an empty box of Cheerios, his face pale from dehydration. “We didn’t go out. Mom said she’d be right back. She always is. Susie’s in the closet. She was sad and I got her out of her crib and played with her and I couldn’t lift her back.”


  Belle’s knees grew weak as she turned to the closet to stir what looked like a heap of clothes. Please not a head injury. Would he have told the truth if he had dropped her? For a moment she thought the baby was dead, so still, the skin clammy. Yet its diapers were soggy. Perhaps that had kept it cool.


  Hal brought in bottled water. “Drink slowly, kids,” he said, resting the girl against his leg. Her hair was done in meticulous braids, a cornrow design that must have taken hours. “Hey, what have you got there? Another one?”


  “I hope so,” she said. As she handed him the bundle, an ambulance siren sounded.


  “About bloody time,” he said with a growl, cradling the baby as he left. Belle rummaged in the drawers for a change of clothes to send, surprised at the neatness in the drawers, even the tiny sox pressed and folded. Patsy was an ace laundress, if nothing else. She tossed the small pieces into pillow cases along with a couple of teddy bears, then put shorts and a top on Lisa. Joe took her hand as they left, and on one shoulder she carried the girl. Funny how little kids weighed. Light as a doll. Odd that none of the kids had their mother’s flaming red hair. Jet black, every one.


  “Ambulance held up at the tracks by a hundred-fifty-car freight. We’ll take them to Emerg for a check, and then Children’s Aid can take over.” Hal glanced at Belle with a grin. “Sure you don’t want to go along in case there’s a delay? You did pretty well here, Mom.”


  She laughed in relief, accepting a lukewarm swig from his can of Coke, happy to have helped but wishing she were loafing on her deck with a glass of wine poured over a thousand ice cubes. It had been too long a day. “Not tonight, darling. I have a headache. Last time I took a couple of dogs, and that’s my limit.”


  Washed with sweat, still shaking after the close encounter, Belle did no more than remove her slacks and shoes, let Freya out and race her to the lake. They strolled into the sheltered bay, then swam to the rockwall, the dog pawing at her as if she needed rescue. “Stop trying to herd me,” she said. Once past the wall, she floated in the icier temperatures, bearable only in mid-summer. She paddled over her water line fathoms below in the crystalline depths. Weighed down with a succession of cement blocks, it sat on a tripod, foot valve well off the silty bottom, safe from fluctuating water levels and ice pressure.


  Back in her bedroom, as she toweled off, her answering machine was beeping. As Dorothy Parker said, what fresh hell? Steve reported that the license check on Nick had turned up a drunk driving offense in Kamloops five years earlier, about the same time he’d appeared in Sudbury, she recalled. Maybe by sequestering himself far from temptation, he was building a better life. Now that she knew his pastimes, she felt mean-spirited about having suggested him as a suspect. Her gentle friend had nothing more than a wish to live with his talented pen. As for the rest, Zack didn’t seem distressed that his alibi hadn’t been confirmed. The Godfather of Bear Gallbladders and his team were out of business. Of course there was still Patsy. Was there ever Patsy. She was in for a blast tomorrow, if she lived.


  The evening nurse at Rainbow Country took her responding call, assuring her that George had returned in such a lively condition that it took their entire supply of ice cream to satisfy him. “Lord knows we couldn’t begrudge him that small pleasure. I heard the man was a whisker from eternity. Don’t mind telling you that we’ve lost some before.”


  “Guess it’s minced from now on,” she said, hanging up, grateful not to get a lecture for carelessness. Shrimp and french fries weren’t the easiest foods to chew. She should have changed the menu a long time ago. He’d adjust. That was one of his happiest traits. Food was food, the ampler the better, and ice cream always slid down well.


  Decompression time. After a makeshift antipasto of sliced Black Forest ham, Swiss cheese and salad greens, Belle climbed up to bed, cursing with each step. 20°C in the basement, 25°C on the first floor, and 30°C (nearly 90°F) in her master suite. Should she opt for the cool but hard leather sofa below in the living room? Blow up an air mattress and bunk in the basement? Easier to tough it out, set up an extra fan, place a glass of ice by her bed and use her emergency procedure, several cold bath dips, blotting on sheets, trusting that the plastic liner on the waterbed would protect her from electrocution. It was absolute insanity flying in the face of science to drink Scotch, but she was a creature of habit, convinced that she would not sleep unless nicely medicated. Jagged little pills were dangerous dragons, nowhere near the fun of liquor.


  So she drank, and smoked, and reread Frankenstein. Few people raised on the movie versions realized that in Shelley’s original, Victor Frankenstein pursued his creature to the ice floes of the Arctic. Her sympathies lay with the Monster, born like a giant child, reviled for his ugliness and abandoned without even the benefit of speech to walk an ignorant world. “I will quit the neighbourhood of man, and dwell...in the most savage of places. My evil passions will have fled, for I shall meet with sympathy,” he said in pleading for a mate. But the concept had been too grotesque for his creator. No Elsa Lanchester with her lightning bolt hairdo would share his bed.


  Freya, voting with her feet, was bivouacked on the cool tile floor in the basement, so Belle went down to let her out for a final pee. The night was palpable as blackstrap molasses. Deathly quiet, as if every living thing felt too ponderous to move. Bank this memory for thirty below, she thought. Yet heat was so enervating. Maybe Canadians did have thick blood. She clumped reluctantly back to her room, wishing she had pitched a tent on the lawn. Her camping gear was in the boathouse probably getting eaten by something hairy, rabid, or both.


  After prayers, she concocted a sleep scenario designed for summer. Step by step she would snowmobile to a hypothetical cabin north of Wapiti, cataloguing the food and gear, describing the light snow starting halfway across the lake, building to a blinding blizzard as she reached the North River trails at the far shore and couldn’t turn back. The atmosphere had to be threatening so that when she arrived at the camp, she would be cozy and protected, kindling a fire to banish shivers, shedding heavy clothes like a carapace as the stove warmed the room, cocooned away from even a radio station. She never could decide whether to take a friend (complicated) or if the place would have power (gas generator? hydro?) not to mention indoor plumbing, and debating these fine points endlessly led to snores drowning out the sounds of the imaginary beans bubbling on the woodstove.


  SEVENTEEN


  The next morning, Belle found her father eating peach yogurt for lunch, a milk moustache on his lip. “Is this Ronald Colman I see before me?” she asked with an exaggerated doubletake. Then she kissed his fresh-shaven cheek. “How’s your throat? Do you remember what happened yesterday?”


  “It’s fine. Of course I do. How much is this going to cost? Will I go broke?”


  He was still thinking of Florida and the outrageous American health care fees which drove many to bankruptcy, or maybe he was remembering the Depression. “This is Canada, Father. We’re taxed to the max. It’s free. You just have to wait a long time.”


  “I didn’t, though, did I?”


  “Quite true. There must be life in the system yet.”


  Time to find out what Patsy knew. If she could talk. Belle found herself on the Mobius strip route to St. Joe’s. “Mrs. Sommers regained consciousness,” the nurse said to her inquiries. “She’s in 233.”


  A creaky elevator took her upstairs, where the lack of air conditioning combined with record temperatures made a hospital stay a nightmare. Carts of dirty linen lined the halls, and the acrid atmosphere reflected the staff shortages all over Ontario. Her neighbour’s bed sat in a ward of four patients, scant space or privacy except for thin curtains, no personal possessions or colour to warm the sterile environment. Did everything have to be painted slime or oatmeal? Patsy looked weary and drained, though the cumbersome monitors had been replaced by a bag of saline.


  “I heard you saved my kids,” she whispered hoarsely as she brushed her long, red hair, using her right hand, Belle noted with interest. “I was stupid to leave them, but they were cranky in the heat. Cartoons usually settle them down. The video store in Garson wasn’t far.” Her voiced trailed off uncertainly, then revived as she frowned at a memory. “Damn that slurry truck that cut me off. Ever get out of here, I’ll sue his ass to kingdom come.”


  Belle gave her a disgusted stare. Since there didn’t seem to be much wrong with the woman, she aimed both barrels. “You’re beyond lectures, so I won’t bother. If you owe me one, tell me about Anni.”


  In Belle’s mother’s words, the woman didn’t bat an eyelash. “Should have minded her own business. Made some snarky comments to me at the mailboxes. Who did she think she was, Queen of the Road? Probably went right home and called the Aid. Lucky I was there when they came. Bunch of jerks couldn’t prove dick.”


  “Sounds like you hated her.”


  “No secret I felt like killing her, but kids got to have someone.” She turned her blotchy face to the wall.


  “Proof is the operative word here. A simple denial won’t cut it. Where were you the night she died?”


  A dry laugh exploded into a such a bone-jarring convulsion that Belle scrambled for a glass of water. Patsy took a few noisy gulps. “No sweat. Ever have kids? I was in my favourite chair in Emerg from dinner until dawn with Lisa and her earache. Saw in the paper the next day someone nailed the bitch.”


  A slap might have been worth the assault charge. But at that moment, a white-wimpled face peeked into the room, and Patsy waved her over in familiarity. Sister Veronica, as she introduced herself to Belle, placed a gaily blooming violet on the night table. “It’s one of my loaners,” she said. “For some cheer.” Patsy nodded, then closed her eyes.


  With a gentle nudge, the nun pantomimed their exit. “I’m so glad you came. Not one other visitor,” she said, shaking her head in the busy hall. “The doctors say she should recover completely. Your prayers must have been answered.”


  Belle frowned at the irony. “Not exactly, Sister. She’s a neighbour. When my father was brought in yesterday, I recognized her. He’s the one I was praying about, and luckily, he’s fine.”


  “I see.” The nun kept discreetly quiet, her gimlet eye inspecting a gold watch pinned to her habit. “Would you care to take peppermint tea with me? My office is around the corner. It has a lovely view of Lake Ramsey.”


  Seating Belle in a padded wicker armchair, she heated an electric kettle in a cozy nook decorated with pigs in arcane poses, sitting at a poker game, or playing croquet. “I find them comical in a world which could use a smile,” she explained.


  Belle found herself staring at the woman, not so much at the hump (The “What hump?” scene from Young Frankenstein kept flashing through her mind) as at the pristine white habit, the wimple with a curious European flair. “I’m intrigued about your outfit, I mean your habit.” She sipped the tea, refreshing and calming at the same time. “I hope I’m not being rude. Most nuns these days wear street clothes.”


  Sister Veronica smoothed back a silvery rogue hair escaping from one wispy eyebrow. “I guess I’m a happy anachronism. Though I’m here in semi-retirement at St. Joseph’s, my order, the Cecilianists, wore white. A little bit vain, this difference. Perhaps an element of mystique. Another advantage is that the traditional garb seems to reassure people, mixes medicine and faith, a useful combination even in modern times.” She placed her palms together, the knobby fingers joining in a fluid motion. “You, for example, crossed yourself in such an unusual fashion in the chapel that I knew you weren’t Catholic. But your distress needed something more powerful than the sterility of science.”


  Feeling naked at the calm perspicacity, Belle shifted conversation to the nun’s duties, learning that her job as crisis liaison officer involved circulating around the hospital to facilitate arrangements for patients and relatives, especially in intensive care. She could arrange for telephone calls, child care, pastoral consultations, cots for all-night vigils and occasionally sneak in a special treat from the kitchen. “Mrs. Sommers owes you a considerable debt. If I recognize your name and description, you are responsible for rescuing her children.”


  That was a dangerous chord. Belle felt herself running on in a passion. “A dog wouldn’t leave its puppies in that danger. And where’s the father? She has three kids. What does it take for the light to go on?” She tapped at her temple.


  The old nun looked back evenly over the imposing panel of her starched habit. “Facts alone don’t construct a life. You are too much a social Darwinist, my dear. Rather unbending. Is all life black and white to you?”


  “Really, Sister, how can you excuse that kind of neglect?”


  Her voice was pleasant and uncritical, suited for a confessional booth. “It’s not for me to excuse. Humans behave as their names imply. She nearly paid the ultimate price...and think carefully. Suppose those innocents had perished?” A sparkle entered her eyes. “But perhaps you were fated to be their guardian angel.”


  Belle squirmed at the compliment, disarmed but not surrendering. “I’ll tell you something else. Our road is a little community, often a nosy one. Several of us have been...concerned about Patsy for a long time. Somebody, perhaps a woman called Anni Jacobs, called in a complaint to the Children’s Aid.” In the bottom of her cup, leaves which escaped the strainer made patterns. The future? Present? Past? “Not long after, she was murdered. They haven’t found the killer.”


  The voice was smooth, unruffled. “And you imagine Mrs. Sommers had the gumption for such violence?”


  Belle stared out of the window across the sparkling lake to the handsome complex of Shield University. “Gumption might be her middle name. But she says she was at the Emerg that night. Of course...”


  The nun read the implication like litmus paper, scribbling a quick note. “She could be lying, you mean. Don’t worry. It’s easy to check. Give me your home number.”


  When Belle left the hospital, she turned down Ramsey Lake Road towards the complex of Shield University. While in the area, she might as well follow the historical leads on Anni’s case. How many tiny churches with that curious steeple could there have been in Northwestern Ontario? Despite the punch-a-button-to-locate an Iraqui-germ-warfare-cake-recipe myth, perpetuated by blockbuster thrillers, computer networks had limitations. Some people thought that anything was possible in cyberspace, but databases were only as comprehensive as the modern monks who converted the written word to disk. Shield’s lofty metal and glass towers had given her quiet afternoons browsing through the latest magazines or the mammoth literature section. From what Edith had said, the true story had been buried, but that didn’t mean the building hadn’t been featured in an article for some other reason. One pictorial source for recent Canadian history was the classic old Beaver, founded by the Hudson Bay Company in 1920.


  In the stacks, she blew the dust off a bound volume and scanned the indices from 1970-75 as a starting point. Too seductive for her magpie mind. Soon she was leafing through unrelated but fascinating articles about the Inuit carving industry, Haida spaghetti made from clover roots, the derring-do of Arctic bush pilots and heart-rending journals from explorers who had starved to death. One account about a residential school in the Northwest Territories didn’t spell cruelty for the white editorial minds of the day, but the subtext was poignant. For a girl and her brother, the plane touched down in Cambridge Bay at sun-up, and they were gone with little more than breakfast and a change of socks. Their first day at the school, they were given coal oil shampoos for lice and baths with a chaser of cold water to close the pores. “How little and lost my three-year-old brother looked,” the girl thought. “How could so many people live in one building?” She tried hard to learn English, bury her own language and customs. It was five years before they were allowed to go home for the summer.


  Belle grew sick at the warped concept of assimilation which had wrenched children from their families and educated them to work at menial jobs, all at the extinction of a collective spirit. What a travesty of collusion between the churches and the government. It was an old idea long before Duncan Campbell Scott, Head of Indian Affairs at the turn of the century, had “celebrated” the concept in his lyrical poetry. Haunted by one of his poems, she rambled over to the PT section and hunted up an anthology. Despite his lauded sensitivity and admiration for the “noble savage,” his popular “Onandaga Madonna” contained a sinister line: “And closer in the shawl about her breast, / The latest promise of her nation’s doom, / Paler than she her baby clings and lies, / The primal warrior gleaming from his eyes.” Promise and doom lay in the paler babe, already his blood diluted by his European father’s, his heritage swallowed by a larger and more powerful race.


  An hour passed, then another, the mesmerizing curse of libraries. Finally she snapped to attention at an article on Ontario missions. Rainy River, Moosenee, Fort Albany. Browsing through picture after picture, she had nearly given up when a familiar wooden octagon tower caught her eye. “Palm Sunday at St. Michael’s in Osprey Inlet,” the caption said, a small paragraph of a story extolling the virtues of a Sister Euphemia. In the foreground, clearly in charge, stood a tiny creature in a white habit, a very ringabell white habit, stylized wimple and all, in front of a self-conscious group of perhaps sixty children of all ages shepherded by other nuns. Belle searched each little face, bleak and disciplined. Instead of palm crosses, they held what appeared to be dried rushes, snow still covering the ground.


  Osprey Inlet, Zack’s “animal” name. And that habit. If the Cecilianists had been in charge of this mission, Sister Veronica might know what had happened. Yet wasn’t that like asking Al Capone about bootlegging? Could she have been a part of this, Belle wondered, adding up numbers? The good sister could have been anywhere from a hard-time sixty to an easy-ride eighty. She moved to the window, rotating the grainy photograph. No nun seemed to have a hump. Perhaps it was osteoporosis. Wouldn’t generalized bone density loss be more symmetrical? She shut her eyes. Definitely off to one side.


  Five-thirty. Too late to call the hospital. This was a subject for personal confrontation anyway, Belle thought, heading home. Cruising with the windows down, she met Charles a mile from his house, puffing along in Colonel Bogie fashion. “It’s been too hot until today to get in my constitutionals,” he said, retrieving a handkerchief to mop his brow. “Maybe I’ve overdone it a tad.”


  His colour was flushed, and he was breathing hard. Despite his enthusiasm and activity, sometimes she forgot that he was not a young man. “These hills are no fun, Charles. I stopped jogging when I moved here. Get in, and I’ll drop you off.”


  “A capital idea.” He wasted no motions accepting her offer, removing his safari jacket and folding it carefully onto the back seat. It seemed ideal for camping, all those handy pockets and mysterious zippers. “I’m going to have a light supper and try another sauna. The last few days I called you about joining me, but your machine answered so I hung up. Didn’t want to clutter your life with messages.”


  “If you haven’t seen me around, here’s why,” she said, unfolding the episodes with her father and Patsy like a soap opera.


  “Your father’s fine? Thank God. He must be strong. Just like his daughter,” he said, patting her shoulder in a rare tactile gesture. Then he shook his head while his lips set firmly. “And the other story had a happy ending, but call me old-fashioned for observing that a lady alone with children has no business living so far from town.”


  When they reached his property, he pointed to a handsome sign, routed and varnished, complete with brass fittings: Sullivan’s: Paradise Regained. “Just picked it up at the mall. Special order.”


  “The apostrophe’s in the right place, and how about that colon!”


  “Took the liberty of giving them a grammar lesson. The title sounded somewhat ironic after my dog problems, but it’s settled down now. Expect they’ll be gone in the fall anyway,” he said, brightening. “Say, Ed asked me to go fishing for brook trout tomorrow at one of those kettle lakes, he called them.”


  “Bring me a big one,” she said as he waved a cheery farewell. It was good that Charles seemed to be making friends. He’d find the DesRosiers a lively pair.


  The heat had broken at last. Belle enjoyed her first warm meal in days, a chicken breast with rosemary and olive oil on the grill along with roasted vegetables. Red, green and yellow peppers made an attractive medley with sliced leeks and eggplant.


  She stayed up later than usual crawling the web. Now she had a name. Osprey Inlet. Hardly a thriving metropolis, unlikely to have its own page, unless for tourism. Google tossed her around with no hits, so she turned to Yahoo. Delayed by an overload on the server, which pumped twenty-first-century technology through nineteenth-century lines, Belle pulled out an atlas and scanned Ontario, tracing a finger far into the northwest corner. The province was massive, sprawled like a legless, upside down kangaroo, snout nuzzling Vermont, ears tickling Detroit, back stretching nearly to the North Dakota border, and belly cold on Hudson Bay, a country onto itself. Osprey Inlet could be reached only by plane, most likely from Red Lake, the nearest town. And Red Lake was the back of the beyond.


  To her surprise, the Chamber of Commerce page appeared, probably a group of one. It named the mayor, Dave Assinewe, as contact. Scrolling through Recreation, she hit a few fly-in hunting and fishing lodges, watching squares fill up with photos. Wolverine Lodge. Click on the fish for a tour. Cabin One’s pixels arranged themselves into a cozy interior, complete with colourful Trapper Point blankets on the beds and stuffed pike on the wall. Before logging off, she copied the number of the mayor.


  As darkness fell, she went outside to inhale the cool air like a tonic. The humidity had been chased by a high front from the Arctic, and a brilliant full moon, a buck moon as the aboriginals called it, brightened a corner of the navy blue stardome. The sound of a car startled her, and she glanced toward the road, not expecting to see anything through the thick leaf cover. Lights did appear, though, one headlamp bumping along with a nervous tic, blinking on and off. Why the view? The vandalizing caterpillars had reached the maple grove at the edge of her property.


  EIGHTEEN


  On Saturday, the scruffy grass was screaming for attention. Belle gassed up the new self-propelled mower, a costly technojump from the push model, but she had too much acreage, too many irregular slopes, and muscles too middle-aged to begrudge its price. At least the beast was not as self-indulgent as the riding monsters commandeered like tiny tanks, dinging rocks and decapitating toads. With optimism, she switched the lever from the tortoise icon to the hare and began at the lakeside, glancing ruefully at her prize maple. During construction she had thrown herself in front of the gobbling backhoe to save the tree from destruction. Now the bottom third of its majesty hung in tatters thanks to the tent caterpillars. Criminal to poison the lake through chemical spraying, though, and suicidal to drink the runoff, so amoral Nature would do its own landscaping.


  On the first coffee break, she called the mayor of Osprey Inlet. It must have been his home number, for he answered the phone himself. Her explanation of twenty-five words or fewer brought a clipped response. “Residential schools are an ugly part of our history. Just leave us alone.”


  When she became more specific, his voice heated up. “A waste of your breath, lady. No one’s talking about it, not then, not now. You’re from the city? Sudbury? Might as well be another country. You don’t understand something. Most of our elders are still devout Catholics. Even after that tragedy, they believe that only God himself has the right to judge his servants.”


  Belle felt anger rising at the limitations of a private citizen. “Listen, whatever happened might have a bearing on a recent murder.”


  “Then it would be a matter for the police, wouldn’t it?”


  She tried her last card, hoping to trigger a gut reaction. “Can you at least put me in touch with a person called Verna?”


  “White woman,” he said, “you are out of luck.” Then the contemptuous edge turned to sorrow. “Her funeral was last month. Just a great-great-grandmother who ran out of steam at ninety.”


  Suddenly they were cut off, or were they? Could Steve get better results, twist Mr. Assinewe’s arm long distance? His resources didn’t stretch across the country. Most murders in Sudbury were mom-and-pop affairs, drunken brawls or imaginative combinations.


  The coffee was as cold as her leads. Just as a new batch perked, the phone jangled. “It’s Ed. Is Chuck there?”


  “Chuck. Bet he loves that. And no, he’s not here. I don’t entertain this early, and he didn’t stay the night.”


  She felt ashamed at the lame humour as Ed explained himself. “Guy was supposed to pick me up at eight. Going after those grandaddy trout at the big kettle lake.”


  “Philosopher’s Pond?”


  “Huh? You and your funny names. Anyways, he never showed up. I waited, gave him a call or two ’case he was outside or in the john. No answer. Think he changed his mind?”


  A hot, tight feeling spread over her chest like a menopausal blanket. Charles had been so flushed and out of breath the night before. “That’s not like him. Normally he’s the soul of manners. Go down to his place, and I’ll catch up with you. I meant to bring Hélène some zucchini that escaped my eagle eye.


  Out in the garden, she shoved aside a jungle of leaves and grabbed a ballbat squash, arriving with Freya at the DesRosiers’ in a heart-pounding five minutes. While the dog fenced with Rusty over a plastic banana, she let herself in with the perfunctory “knock, knock.”


  “For your world famous chocolate zucchini cake,” Belle said, placing the monster on the table as she looked out the window. “Ed still gone?”


  “Been about ten minutes,” Hélène said, her face expressing concern while she put down a half-peeled potato and turned off the country music station in the middle of “Little Skidoo, it’s up to you.” “Could anything really be wrong with the fellow? We had him to dinner a while ago and were swapping medical stories like a bunch of old women. Ed’s hip, my gallbladder operation. Right to home, but a bit of a hypochondriac, truth be told.”


  “Isn’t that the ultimate insult, calling a man an old woman? Why doesn’t it work the other way?” Belle laughed halfheartedly, tuning her ears for the sound of a motor. “He does have high blood pres...”


  Suddenly the four-wheeler screeched back into the driveway, followed by a dust cloud. “The crazy fool,” Hélène said as they ran outside. “Not even enough insurance to make me a rich widow.”


  Ed clumped to the porch in marathon time, cane flailing wildly, his face white as he collapsed into a creaking chair. “You don’t want to know. No, siree, you don’t. He was just sitting there.”


  Hélène gave him a sharp look. “Sitting where? You’re not making sense, Ed. Calm down. I’ll get some cold water.”


  “Bring me a beer!” he bellowed until she returned to slam a can into his trembling hand. He popped the tab and spilled foam over his shirt, shivering like a huge child as Belle knelt at his side.


  “Has something happened to Charles? An accident?”


  “Yes, or no. See, I didn’t look that carefully. All’s I can tell you is that he’s dead as a beached lake trout.”


  “Didn’t you feel for a pulse? Where is he?”


  “In the sauna. Listen, I know a dead man when I see one. Open eyes, get it?” He waved his hand in front of his face. “Nobody home?” After he noticed Charles’ car in the yard, he had hunted through the house, garage, boathouse, and finally the sauna. What he saw sent him hopping back to the quad, though he stalled the motor three times in panic.


  Belle pulled him to his feet. “Call the police, Hélène. Ask for Steve Davis if he’s there. Ed and I’ll go back and wait.”


  A few minutes later, they stood in front of the small cedar building looking at each other anxiously. “Sure you want to go in? Something sure was funny about his face.”


  “An injury?”


  “Pretty damn dark in there. Could have been a shadow, or it could have been a bruise. But I’m no doctor.”


  “Let’s look around. You take the outbuildings. We’ve got half an hour minimum before the troops arrive. Just don’t tell Steve.”


  “What should we look for?” he asked in bewilderment.


  She rolled her eyes and shook his arm. “Anything suspicious. Remember those mushrooms? Maybe Mabel Joy’s gone off the deep end.”


  Inside the change room, all looked deceptively serene. Charles had hung framed prints on the panelling, Turner studies of sea and fog. Belle placed a cautious hand on the wooden handle to the steam bath, feeling like a voyeuse, opening the door an inch at a time. Bathed in the light from a small window, in the Mannerism style of Michelangelo, Charles Sullivan sat on a bench, head tilted back and eyes glassy and staring, on the chin a distinct bruise. With a mixture of curiosity and dread, she touched his neck and found it cool.


  From some bizarre propriety, knowing that he would have been embarrassed, she turned to scan the room, avoiding his body. A thick white terrycloth robe lay in a heap on the floor. The shiny red enamel stove was protected by a wooden fence, but the fire had gone out long ago. The room was clammy, the sprucy smell antiseptic and sinister. The voiding of the bowel being an unscientific cliché, he had been spared that final humiliation.


  Closing the door upon the wooden tomb, she tried the house, heading for the bedroom, the one intimate place she hadn’t seen. An antique spool bed, narrow and prim, was tucked tight enough to bounce a penny off the patchwork quilt. On the wall was a painting of Rembrandt’s “The Anatomy Lesson of Dr. Tulp.” Nothing more than sox and underwear in the drawers, tailored suits and casual pants hanging in the closet. Sheepskin slippers and wingtip shoes sat beside a comfortable pair of trainers. The desk looked like a more fruitful site. Suddenly noises from the yard made her twitch, the crunch of tires on gravel, the slamming of doors. Steve and his cohorts or Dr. Graveline. No more time. Only a truly dishonest and deceitful person would have made Hélène delay the call. Why hadn’t she thought of that?


  Exiting by the front door by the lake, Belle was shielded from the driveway, so she approached as if she had been waiting by the dock. Ed was shrugging his shoulders in a “nothing” gesture. Steve was walking toward her, and she didn’t like the look in his eye, nor his speed. “Called in on my day off. A few more friends like you, and I’ll be running the department all by myself. Who is it, Belle?” he asked.


  Hearing her response, he sent two officers around the property and directed Ed and Belle to wait for a more thorough questioning after he had made a tour. Graveline polished his glasses with a wry expression. “A dangerous place, this road. Well, let’s see what we have. In the steam bath, is he? Could be a heart attack or stroke. Bad for the blood pressure. Damn fool should have kept out of there in this hot spell. Winter’s the best time. My Norwegian granddad used to toss me into the snow on my bare bum.” From his nostalgic tone, he seemed to find this icy recollection pleasant. Then off he went humming “Give me two pina coladas.” What would he make of the bruise, she wondered?


  Finally Steve settled into his questioning, all of them facing off in lawn chairs as if at a grim garden party. Yes, Charles had been alive the night before, had agreed to leave at eight for fishing. And he had just moved in, retired from a job in Ottawa. Relatives? No one close. His stomach growling, wearing an XXL natural fleece sweatshirt, Ed resembled a hungry sheep. “OK if I go home for lunch? Wife’s waiting.”


  Steve waved him off and cast a suspicious look at Belle, but she ignored the hint and sat quietly, staring across the lake, hands folded in her lap. She closed her eyes to freeze the view she had sold Charles. What a short-lived paradise.


  “Pretty, isn’t it?” Mitch Graveline said as he reappeared, tucking away instruments the use of which she didn’t like to imagine. “If there is such a thing as a nice spot to die.” He cleared his throat. “At first glance, I’d say he was the perfect age for a heart attack. Cyanosis is evident. We’ll know more at the autopsy. But there’s a—”


  Belle jumped in. “A bruise on his chin? Ed mentioned that.”


  “Curious,” he said, snapping the lock on the black bag. “An obvious contusion. Still, I guess he could have slipped and fallen forward, grazed his face on the wooden guardrail around the stove. Or maybe it happened earlier that day.”


  “The boards were slimy from the humidity,” Steve said. “People often fall in saunas. Couple of drinks. It’s been known to happen.”


  “Alcohol couldn’t have been a factor. With his high blood pressure, he took all precautions. And that robe in a pile in the sauna itself. That didn’t look right. I don’t want to get melodramatic, but is it possible someone else was involved?” asked Belle.


  “A party? Somebody clipped him one? And then just left? One punch? He has a heart attack over that?”


  “It’s too coincidental after Anni...” Then she stopped and frowned to herself. Was it paranoia, or was she seeing threads everywhere? “Only connect,” the poet said. “What about his house?” She hadn’t had much time. Perhaps Steve had noticed something.


  “In that place, it’d be easy to spot something out of whack. He was a neat one, obsessive even. Washed up after every glass of water. Even the coffee maker looked like he took cotton swabs to it. Mine is a germ bank.” He paused as they all nodded in recognition. “No pictures either. A lonely man. Think he’d at least have a friend somewhere.”


  One of the officers, fresh shave on his pink cheeks, rushed over, breathing heavily. “Excuse me, sir. I found this by the gate. Behind a bunch of trees.” Onto the table went a plastic bag with a cigarette filter.


  Steve examined it with a pair of tweezers borrowed from the doctor. “Field-stripped. See the paper still attached? DuMaurier. Fresh. No sign of weathering on the letters.” He turned to Belle with a question on his face. “Did he smoke? There weren’t any ashtrays.”


  “Don’t think so. And I’ve never smoked here. Ed chews on a cigar when he’s out of Hélène’s sight.” She sat back and spoke more to herself than to them. “Like someone was watching, waiting. But for what? And why would a thief take chances when the car is in plain sight?”


  “Or it could mean nothing. Just a cottager out for a walk. This place is past the turnaround. Dead end, it says, but I’ll bet cars come down anyway. Natural curiosity.” Steve sighed. “So I don’t have to do this later, I’m going to ask you the same questions as I did about Anni Jacobs. Have you ever been in the house? Is there anything of value? Did he keep money around?”


  “Yes, I’ve come here for dinner. As for valuables, you saw everything. An eccentric collection of classical music. Books. He has plenty of classical music. Big deal.”


  “It’s not a break and enter anyway. No reason to believe anyone else was here.”


  Belle watched a cormorant glide through the bay, identical to a loon except to the expert eye. A slight upturn to the bill, and hidden under the water, black instead of white. If it wasn’t a heart attack or a stroke, who could have attacked a wonderful man like Charles? “What are the legal implications? If a heart attack killed him, is it murder? Maybe the assailant doesn’t even realize he’s dead.”


  Steve closed his notebook decisively. “Assailant nothing. Stop the fantasy.”


  “So show off your education. Answer my question.”


  He exchanged glaces with Graveline. “All right. A case of manslaughter maybe. Even simple assault. Depends if the condition was known. People have been charged for literally scaring others to death. Let’s say they want to collect an inheritance a bit prematurely. In the absence of relatives, if that’s the case, what about his friends?”


  Belle swallowed, dangerously close to tears. The water bird had brought back those first moments strolling the property with Charles, watching his face light up at unfolding delights. How quickly they had become comfortable. “He’d only been here a couple of months. I sold him the place. To tell you the sad truth, I think I was his only friend. Ed and Hélène just got acquainted. As for his next door neighbours, they’d been fighting over a dog problem.” Her voice hesitated, gauging his response. One by one these little secrets were going to emerge. “I should mention the mushrooms.”


  Her story about Mabel Joy brought a scowl of distaste from Steve. “You did what?”


  “The note was gone. No proof. I bluffed her, and it worked,” she said, daring him to criticize her actions.


  Perhaps with Graveline attending, he kept his temper under control, giving her a “deal with you later” look. “A dirty trick for sure. Or it could have been an innocent error.” She coughed in derision, and he continued. “What makes you fix on the woman? Earl the Pearl is a big name in this town. Plenty of contacts from his union-busting days. Quite the brawler.”


  “So it fits, Steve. Mabel Joy opened with the mushroom ploy. Earl added the KO punch. What was next for Charles? A concrete overcoat and a ride on their cabin cruiser?”


  Belle walked back to the DesRosiers’, passing at the turnaround a brown Ford pickup, perhaps four years old, but in prime shape. She filed away the information as did the regulars. Who else was using the paths? More hunters or hikers or even lovers? Once or twice on star-watching strolls, she had surprised a few determined parkers miles from the eyes of nosy spouses or parents. Turning in to collect the dog, she heard Hélène call.


  “Might as well have some lunch. Plenty for four. Ed counts twice. It’s leftover spaghetti. Fresh sourdough bread, too, popped out of the machine.”


  “I don’t have much of an appetite. Thanks anyway.”


  “Worm anything out of your police friend?” Ed asked, coming outside nibbling a meatball skewered on his fork.


  “The medical examiner seemed to favour a heart attack but can’t decide how he got that bruise. Slipped and fell? Someone punched him? They found a cigarette butt outside his gate.”


  “Are we talking murder again? What the hell’s happening on this road? I’m going to start keeping my twelve-gauge in the bedroom. Got more kick than the old wo...” He scratched his belly and glanced mischievously in Hélène’s direction. “You don’t suppose Chuck and Anni were goin’ at it, and then an old boyfriend of hers...”


  His wife’s tone was testy. “Have some respect, you clown. How ridiculous. Anyway, Belle, at least take some of this zucchini cake.” She presented a fragrant chocolaty package along with an envelope with the recipe.


  That night while she had a coffee and dessert on the deck and watched a flaming red sky surrender to black, Belle missed her friend. His patrician smile, eclectic conversations, refreshing embarrassment at suggestive subjects. And his cooking. Oh, yes, his cooking. She toasted him with the last morsel of Hélène’s rich, moist chocolate cake. Somehow the lake seemed increasingly lonely now that one less admirer approved it. Two, counting Anni. Then she shivered as the darkness pooled. Too bad they hadn’t struck up a friendship. What an interesting pair they would have made, or perhaps not, with their singlemindedness. The relentless charge of a Seadoo driver skirting the shoreline sent her to bed with evil hopes that a strong wind would whip up waves to keep the motors at bay.


  NINETEEN


  Tying up loose ends through a sense of dubious honour, Belle sent the appraisal to Mabel Joy, boosting the value by five per cent for good measure. Off went a check to The Sudbury Star for her father, gathering his life into another three-month package. Long neglected, the garden needed attention, too. What an embarrassment of riches. With a fading heart she counted at least a dozen zucchini sizable enough for a bludgeoning. Next year she would plant four, not eight, no matter how innocent and frail they appeared nestling in their peat pots. If she didn’t get rid of these, she might have to commit vegecide, kill the plants before they murdered her.


  She sat on her garbage box at the road with an armful as the parade of working folk stopped to chat. “Hey, my zucchini’s ripe” turned to “Could you use some zucchini?” to “Just got a few left” to “Please take one,” but they were all too wise...and too jaded from designing recipes for their own profligate squashes. Into the van went a large selection of bats destined for Rainbow Country. Townies always considered fresh produce a welcome gift. To accommodate the vegetables, Belle moved a few piles of junk fliers in the back of the van. That was when she noticed Charles’ safari jacket. Why send it to the Goodwill? It would be a useful keepsake with all those pockets and zippers and a small memory of a fine friendship.


  Scooping up a dish of vanilla ice cream at the restaurant, she trotted largesse to the oohs and ahs of the nursing home staff. All the way down the hall she could hear them discussing dinner plans: zucchini pancakes, casseroles and stews. As an incentive, she had passed around copies of Hélène’s cake recipe.


  Her father was dozing over a talk show about adults who found playing baby an erotic treat and got off on giant diapers. Not so funny when it’s for real, she thought, flipping to a TV Ontario nature program as she tapped his shoulder. “Hey, handsome. Remember when you bought me my first ice cream? I put more on my face than in my stomach.”


  He blinked and dug into the treat. “Strawberry next time. That’s what I got you.”


  Scarcely had she learned from David Suzuki, Canada’s eco-prophet, that eating polar bear liver could be fatal, than her father had licked the spoon clean. The man could inhale ice cream without a whisper of high cholesterol, which boded well for her. Studying his face was like glimpsing the future, except that she’d never look that young. No worries, she guessed, always in the hands of a capable woman, her mother, his girlfriend, and now her. “Solve that murder?” he asked, burring the last word like his Scots ancestors.


  “Don’t I wish. Now we have another one. Or maybe not. The police think it was an accident.” She explained the details of Charles’ death. “Something else is bothering me. I can link Anni to a scandal years ago at a mission school. The place was run by a Mother Superior named Euphemia.” Storytelling had been one of his other gifts, spinning her tales to put her to sleep, scripted from the Brothers Grimm by way of MGM and Fox.


  “An evil nun? Beating the kids? Wouldn’t have been allowed after the code the Hays Office brought in during the Twenties. Catholic Church had a big stick with their banned list, too. Selznick had to fight like a devil to keep that ‘damn’ in Gone with the Wind.” His shaggy eyebrows wiggled like benign woolly bear caterpillars. “But women are the deadlier of the species, your mother said, and she was always right.”


  “Or we agreed to tell her that,” she said. She hesitated to mention that sexual abuse might be a factor. Whenever the subject came up, he refused to believe that anyone would do such a thing. His was a gentle world where all children were spoiled as rotten as his daughter and scared only by fictional witches.


  “Euphemia, was it? An old-fashioned name. Kind of majestic, though. Someone you wouldn’t want to cross. Bet she was beautiful, too. Leave Her to Heaven. That Gene Tierney was a knockout.” As she left, he yelled, “Cornell Wilde was a sucker for a pretty face. You be careful.”


  After checking errant titles downtown at the Land Registry Office, Belle walked into the spanking new towers of the Sudbury Police Department, part of the Tom Davies Square complex. Explaining herself at Reception, she was escorted to the basement. The damp cold in the corridor made her wonder if Steve weren’t a candidate for arthritis as well as food poisoning. She could swear that the same sad triangle of pizza from the last visit festered on a paper plate. He looked up, gave a series of hoarse coughs. “Bring anything to eat?”


  “I wish I had. You look like you could use a good meal.” The spark in his eyes had given way to dullness, and his voice lacked energy. The recent cutbacks in the justice system had led to early retirements for the lucky and punishing workloads for those remaining. She hoped that he were in line for a vacation. The new family could use a break.


  Flinging herself into a familiar scrofulous armchair more duct tape than leather, she covered herself with a Cecil Facer Youth Centre sweatshirt piled on the corner of his desk. “Before I freeze to death, what about Charles? Anything turn up?”


  He pulled out a file and gnawed stubbornly at a shard of crust. “Look, we’re not prime time television here. It’s shoe leather basics plus gut instinct. Autopsy confirms a heart attack. Seventy-five percent blockage of arteries. He should have been a candidate for angioplasty. As for the bruise, it’s slim evidence. Mitch says the time frame is difficult to establish with the sauna heat hastening rigor. At a guess, an hour or two after dinner.”


  Belle felt a twinge of nostalgia for that last supper. Knowing Charles’ love of food, it had probably been a fine one. Then she returned to the present. “The tracks?”


  “His car, Ed’s quad, ours down the lane. A general mess. Rough gravel like that doesn’t tell clear tales.”


  “Our favourite poisoners?”


  “No answer at the Rogers’ places, town or camp. Secretary at the business says they drove to New York City yesterday. If they’re motelling it, using cash, we may not be able to contact them until they return.”


  “What about his will? He had plenty of money, Steve. How else could he have put up cash for that property? And there was no mortgage.”


  “A simple holograph we found in a folder labelled ‘Legal Documents.’ Dated about ten years ago. No cui bono there. Left everything to the Cancer Society. Some sizable investments, mostly mutual funds.”


  “Makes sense. His sister died of leukemia.” She drummed her fingers in thought. “What about that auditing job? Did you contact his employer? He must have worked there most of his life.”


  He rubbed at his temples with a irritated look, then pulled out his notes. “Look, it was a heart attack, long overdue. I pursued this only because I knew you’d be at me like a blackfly, so listen up and bury it once and for all. Sullivan worked for a paint company, travelled mostly around Ontario and Quebec. Quiet, efficient, but kept to himself.” He stopped and ran his finger over a few lines. “The one funny thing...”


  “Yes, what?” She shifted in the armchair, artistically rearranging a spring behind her back. “Eureka” wasn’t the magic word for discoveries; “that’s funny” often preceded scientific breakthroughs.


  “Life seems to have started at university, when he was well over thirty. Dropped in out of nowhere. He didn’t apply for a social insurance number or any other piece of ID until then.”


  “Not out of nowhere. You must have a birthplace.”


  “Mille Roche. Doesn’t even exist anymore. One of those little towns flooded by the St. Lawrence Seaway.”


  “No one gets an auditing job without credentials. Where did he go to school?”


  “Sailed right through Queen’s in two years. Took proficiency exams for a number of courses. A regular genius, or maybe he was home-schooled.”


  “I suppose you checked with military records.” Belle turned from contemplation of a furry object in the dim corner, hoping that it didn’t move.


  “Come on, Belle. This is getting ridiculous. We don’t have the draft here. Our military is smaller than the Boy Scouts. What’s your point? If you have one.”


  “We had an odd conversation once about old Nazi war criminals, you know, those senile, frail old men dragged out of nursing homes to face a trial.”


  He spoke in a monotone, sneezed twice, then reached for a tissue to blow his nose. “A summer cold is a different animal. So, what was his take on that?”


  “Said that they were as good as dead and should be left alone. It wouldn’t change the past.”


  “All of which means nothing. He would have been a kid at the end of the war. Think he had some Nazi uncles?”


  Belle laughed in spite of herself, then caught Steve looking at his watch. No doubt that she was wasting his time. “OK. Forget it. Anyway, what happens if you can’t find any relatives? Can there still be a funeral? Just curious.”


  “Court-appointed executor takes care of that. I guess with his money he can go in style if anyone wants to help make the arrangements.” Steve shrugged and doodled a tombstone on the pad. “You, maybe.”


  “No thanks. Anni had the right idea. Short and sweet. Ed, Hélène, and I will hoist a few in his honour.” Rising to leave, she noticed a framed black and white snapshot of two young boys. They were grinning at each other, holding a long-nosed pike which weighed as much as they did. Craig and Steve. She’d forgotten to mention the hot sandwich specials at the restaurant. And this wasn’t the time.


  Back in the van, a belly level growl drowned out the oldies station she’d located. Just as well. It seemed to play the same ten tunes, especially “Wild Thing” and “Are You Lonesome Tonight?” She hauled herself to Harvey’s, a hamburger chain recently melded with the American Church’s Fried Chicken, ordering a Crusty Chicken sandwich, a bag of fries, milk to ward off osteo and on a whim, fried okra. Who in Northern Ontario knew the joys of that wagon wheel vegetable, except disguised in chicken gumbo soup? One golden morsel popped indecently into her mouth at the cash register. Sensational!


  Searching for a table, she saw Zack finishing a coffee, circling ads in the classified section of The Sudbury Star.


  “How’s business, Belle?” he asked pleasantly, motioning her over to his booth.


  “In the chips,” she said, waving a catsupy example. “And yours?”


  He shrugged and blew out his cheeks. “A used book and CD place downtown folded. Bad location. I had a plan to buy the stock and relocate, but I can’t float it. Looks like I’ll have to take a job as a taxi driver. Only action these days. Easy enough if you can stand the hours.”


  “And memorize the pit stops. Listen, I know your aunt’s affairs aren’t finalized, but when they are, you could sell the house for start-up capital. Interest rates are at an all-time low.” She realized how opportunistic this sounded when she saw his wounded expression. “No offense, Zack. Just a thought. The lurking realtor rears her head.”


  “I couldn’t let a stranger have Aunt Anni’s place, not with all those memories. When I was a kid, my mom parked me there every summer. If I wasn’t fishing with Uncle Cece, I was building a tree house or hunting frogs with her. Did I ever tell you that she invited me to move in after he died? Nearly took the offer, but guessed that she felt more sorry for me than lonely. Lord knows she kept busy.” He rubbed at his hands, poking at a blister.


  “More manual labour?”


  He laughed. “The Valley potato fields. Minimum wage, but free spuds. I’ll get used to it. About time, wouldn’t you say?”


  Maybe there was some hope, Belle thought. Anni had loved him with an affection beyond gene splicing. An hour later, as she pulled into her driveway and stepped out of the van, she noticed a GM Supercab truck parked in the yard. In the box were bags of what looked like instant concrete mix. The door slammed, and a tall, wiry figure in workpants and a dusty sweater came toward her, blocking her way. With eyes blazing in his brick-red face and fists bunched up in his pockets, he didn’t look like a Jehovah’s Witness. “Yes?” she asked.


  “You Palmer?” She nodded, regretting that the dog was inside.


  “You’ve been giving my wife a rough time. I want you to lay off.” The voice belied the bluster. It was squeaky, hesitant. At close range, the eyes appeared tearful and hurt. “She’s threatening to go to Santa Fe for good, leaving me, she said.” He pulled out a huge handkerchief and honked his nose while she counted to ten. “Allergies,” he said. It was then that she noticed stencilled letters on the driver’s door: “Earl The Pearl.”


  “Your wife is Mabel Joy?” At his blinks, she stepped forward, raising her voice aggressively. “She nearly poisoned a friend of mine with mushrooms. Your neighbour Charles Sullivan.”


  “She what? Are you crazy? That old fart who took our poochies to the pound?”


  Belle delivered a coup with a satisfying verbal smack that stretched her frame to the max. “The man you’re speaking of is dead, murdered, I suspect.” Earl sank down heavily on the bumper, struggling for breath.


  “Jesus, you don’t think that she...” Out came a small vial of tablets, and a shaky hand stuffed one under his tongue. He seemed ill, or judging from his florid face, a drinker.


  “Haven’t the police contacted you?


  He mumbled something about a pileup at Buffalo which had hung them up at the border. “Come on to the deck and sit down,” she said, suddenly aware that she might have to test the ambulance system yet again. “I’ll get some water.” Earl probably would have preferred a beer, but she wasn’t feeling charitable.


  A short discussion and an examination of Earl’s crabbedly-composed pocket calendar revealed that on the night of Charles’ death, the Rogers had been at a fund-raising ball for the Nickel City College Special Needs Centre. “Made The Sudbury Star. Picture and all. She was real proud of that.” Earl promised to erect an electronic fence for his dogs. After he pumped her hand, Belle took his card in case she ever needed an interlocking stone driveway or, perish the thought, a new septic tank at cost plus. He wasn’t a bad man, just turned to jelly by his wife. Ed would have used a ruder term involving a pussy cat and a whip.


  As she went into the house, the phone was ringing, a distinctive Newfie accent on the other end. “I just learned about Patsy Sommers. Sorry I wasn’t there to give you a hand with those kids. Wouldn’t that be my week off. You did a great job, I heard. Ever thought of being a foster parent? We’re always short.”


  “Don’t press your luck, Dottie. Anyway, if you think it was toxic outside the house, you should have been inside. I had a chat with Mom at the hospital. She’s back to consciousness if not conscience. What now? Will charges be laid?”


  Dottie sighed. “Sounds open and shut, but the CAS tries to keep families together. Despite the plain stupidity of her actions, it wasn’t deliberate abuse. If there’s a chance in hell she can raise the kids, she’ll get them.”


  Belle felt her temper rise at the image of that empty cereal box. The persistence of vision. “They seemed happy, and I suppose they got enough to eat. The laundry was clean. More than one neighbour gets his garbage ransacked by coons or bears. Is that all there is?”


  “Miss Peggy Lee had it right. With social services funding stretched to the max, the kids will be out of the foster homes as soon as Patsy’s released. Regular visitations will be arranged for a while, so there will be some controls. There is something I haven’t mentioned, information I received which might soften your attitude.”


  “About Patsy? Not unless it softens my head.”


  “She’s a patsy of another kind. Those kids belong to her sister in Montreal, post-partum depression. And don’t ask me why she keeps having them. Whatever Patsy’s doing, it’s better than the jeopardy they’d be in down there. Remember the psychiatrist who jumped in front of the subway train with her baby in her arms?”


  TWENTY


  In the week following, Belle resumed her inquiries into Anni’s past, starting with her favourite nun. At St. Joe’s, she found the woman sitting quietly in the Intensive Care waiting room holding a young woman’s hand while a thin man in a sweat-soaked tanktop paced the floor stoically. Kids having kids, barely eighteen at a glance, though dark shadows framed their bloodshot eyes. The girl twisted one end of her long brown hair into greasy tendrils, then sucked the nipple of a noxious-coloured sports drink bottle. He groaned, reached into her purse on the floor, and set up a small cigarette-making apparatus. As he shook out the tobacco, Sister Veronica tapped his arm, her arch eyebrow more reproving than a slap in the face. “Smoking is allowed out by the front door.”


  As they walked to her office, the nun’s face mixed resignation with fear. “Their two-year-old wandered into a neighbour’s pool while she talked on the phone. The child’s conscious, but at that age it’s difficult to determine neurological damage.” She stopped momentarily to touch the arm of a still form on a gurney in the hall outside the Radiation area.


  Offering Belle a chair, she pointed out a new addition: a plastic bottle of bubble bath shaped like the Hunchback of Notre Dame. “From a little one we nearly lost from pneumonia. She went home yesterday. Aren’t children amazing?” she asked. “They see but rarely judge. It takes a careful upbringing to establish that signal character fault.”


  Belle stayed quiet, amazed at how Disney could remould such a benign and loopy creature from Hugo’s grotesque, or even from Laughton’s more sympathetic rendition. She shook her head at an offer of tea, Sister Veronica regarding her coolness with mild confusion. “Mrs. Sommers’ alibi, as I think it’s called, has been confirmed by records. She arrived at 4:00 p.m. and didn’t leave until twelve hours later. Does that fit your time frame?” she asked with a friendly collusion.


  Belle felt prickly at yet another display of the woman’s helpfulness. That white habit had lost its innocence. How naïve was she? Or how clever? “Probably. But there’s another concern.”


  Sister Veronica shifted forward, her eyes steady, reflecting a nuance of perplexity. “It must be very serious indeed. What’s wrong? I heard that the children were safe.”


  “It’s nothing to do with Patsy. Let’s talk about Osprey Inlet, north of Red Lake.” Belle continued, selecting her words with silver tongs. It was no time to babble. “Have you ever been there?”


  “No.” The expression was bland, disciplined, hard to read.


  “Twenty-five years ago something went terribly wrong at St. Michael’s residential school. No one in the town wants to talk about it. Not even today. An old magazine carried a picture of the church, the kids, the religious staff.” She narrowed her eyes, tossing the hump an oblique glance. Still off to one side. “A Sister Euphemia was the Mother Superior. Her unusual habit was the same as yours.”


  In the palpable silence, one heavy eyebrow rose. Sense of entrapment? Belle had the impression of a wise old badger, back to the wall. Yet the voice was too honest, and voices and body language were hard to disguise. Except for true psychopaths, Belle recalled with a nervous twitch. “Are you interrogating me, my dear? I said I hadn’t been there, and I haven’t. Yet perhaps that was a sin of omission.” She sat back, smoothing her habit as she cleared her throat. “I have no compunction about admitting that those stories are true. It was an evil of such malevolence that I almost lost my faith. St. Michael’s shrouded the proud name of our order under the blackest infamy.”


  “Go on.” Belle watched the garnets in the chain of beads wink with the light streaming in the window.


  “At the time I was at a hospital in the Peace River area in Alberta. What filtered down to us was quite skeletal, merely that the central figure was a nun, a mother superior.”


  Belle jumped in her chair. “A woman molester?”


  “That a woman would sexually abuse is quite rare, but never underestimate the permutations of temptation. Sister Euphemia had a special charisma, as all such monsters do. That is why they succeed for so long. As well, there were rumours that she was protected,” she said with a troubled sigh.


  “Protected by the Church. Of course.” Belle didn’t try to hide the disgust in her voice, making “church” a four-letter word.


  The nun stiffened, as if taking personal umbrage. “Osprey Inlet is hundreds of miles from supervisory boards and thus subject to few inspections. Have you heard of the term ‘éminence grise’? Someone in the shadows who introduces an unspoken element of fear? But at last the travesty was exposed, thanks be to God.”


  “Exposed, but apparently never prosecuted. A total cover-up. What about the victims? Crime without punishment. Without any resolution, how can they put their lives together?”


  “Even after the most heinous act, healing can begin. All depends upon the individual.”


  Belle folded her hands. “What do you mean? I suppose you’d free Paul Bernardo?” Canada’s handsome serial killer received a life sentence for his murder of at least three young women, including his sister-in-law. Meanwhile, his evil blonde twin, Karla Homolka, was finishing a twelve-year sentence, having plea bargained her guilt by turning Crown evidence against her husband.


  “You mock me. I speak of the victims. Every generation has its terminology for a disease of the soul. Early scholars called it simple Christian guilt. Modern psychologists refer to ‘baggage.’ The victims may feel, as do many, that they were the only ones signalled out for abuse, or worse yet, partially to blame. So insidious, isn’t it?”


  Belle felt her fists clench. “Sounds like revenge is the best medicine.”


  “The Old Testament contrasts with the New on that concept. ‘Justice is mine,’ ‘an eye for an eye,’ instead of turning the other cheek as our Lord beseeches us. Whatever the path, after a spiritual cleansing such as we have seen in the renewed concept of native healing circles, there can be a return to purpose. Work is the salvation.”


  Belle shuffled her feet and poured herself a cup of tea as Sister Veronica watched with placid amusement at the small gesture of capitulation.


  “Let’s get back to the source of the evil? What happened to Euphemia?” Belle asked, sounding out the beautiful syllables of a deadly identity.


  “An internal purging. All patently culpable ones were sent to cloistered facilities, and those who wore moral blinkers were pressured to return to the laity, so we learned through quiet channels. But as for the courts, no charges were laid. In those benighted times, I would have been happily surprised had they been. Witness the recent lawsuits dating back forty years or more. Grandmothers and grandfathers trying to redeem their childhoods.” She searched Belle’s sceptical face. “Don’t judge us all by a few sinners.”


  Even a stone wall would crumble under those sad old basset eyes. Could she trust that the nun hadn’t been there herself? “No, but I detest the hypocrisy of the Church taking care of its own, even if every profession has its secret police. Perhaps it deserves the expensive litigation it faces. Now, these cloistered facilities you mention. Are they only for punishment?”


  “Oh my, no. Some choose to spend their lives in quiet meditation and prayer far from the secular world. Such a commitment is as true a vocation as nursing, teaching or any valuable community work.”


  Belle blew out a puff of contempt. “Hardly a prison, then. Food, shelter, books, probably satellite Christian TV channel, no doubt.”


  “Have you noticed how often you use humour to cloud the issue? Being forbidden to speak is torment for someone who loves the rewards of human conversation, or of power, for that matter.” She considered Belle with a cautious assessment. “I’m still unsure how this matter concerns you at present.”


  “To be blunt, I want to know if Euphemia is alive.”


  “Still no answer, but I will indulge you.” The nun reached for a Rolodex on her desk. “Our numbers have been dwindling as the old ones die and are not replaced. The priesthood as well. The next Pope will have to deal with reality and perhaps revoke the stubborn insistence on celibacy. There is one facility left. Le Coeur de Repos up in the Gaspé. Anticosti Island. Do you know it?”


  “The Quiet Heart,” she whispered in recollection. A trip to Montreal, Quebec City, and up the North Shore had introduced that breathtaking but little travelled coastline of Canada. “It’s remote all right. A ferry from the mainland. Too expensive for me.”


  “Very few visitors, unlike in modern prisons, if I may borrow your comparison. The Church can wield an iron hand when it chooses. However, residents on a voluntary basis relish the privacy and concentration.” She flipped through the cards, squinted at the information with a nod. “My old novitiate friend Sister Margaret bides there in perfect contentment. We exchange Christmas cards.”


  Belle wondered if Sister Veronica would flinch at a grateful embrace. “Can you contact her?”


  “Family calls are allowed once a week. I’ll do my best. But I spoke of the here and now, and you have skillfully avoided the implications. What is your role? Are you an avenger?”


  “Now you’re making jokes.” She rotated the cup, wishing that it contained tea leaves. Her grandmother had been famous for divining the future through that companionable art. “My neighbour we discussed, the older woman who was murdered? She lived at Osprey Inlet when Euphemia did. After all these weeks, there’s no sign of an arrest. My last hope.”


  “Could she have been Euphemia? The ages seem to match.” A suspicious crease marred her smooth forehead, eyes shrinking into pinpoints as she drew Celtic crosses on a pad. “Perhaps she found some way to leave the cloister. Through an escape, or more likely through her eloquence and guile. The Church sets great store by repentance, the lost sheep rejoining the fold. Suppose that she returned to the mainland and after all those years was brought down by the hand of one she had abused?”


  Belle fought back laughter. “Let’s see. She sewed herself into a shroud like the man in the iron mask? Swam to shore? That really is a baroque plot, Sister, but they couldn’t have been the same person. Anni was a dental assistant.” She looked at the pig with the Sherlock Holmes greatcoat, pipe and hat and thought for a moment. “Do you know Euphemia’s family name?”


  The nun shook her head. “Oh, my dear. Taking a saint’s name is like assuming a new identity. She might have been a Betty Jones pleased with something more exotic. Perhaps Margaret can give us a start.”


  Great, Belle thought. Long distance sleuthing on the cheap. Yet what better network than the Church itself? Canada’s first intensive history had been the two-hundred-year chronicle of the Jesuit Relations. Unfortunate connotations for an innocent word.


  That night Gilbert and Sullivan rang in the air. Fuelled by fresh possibilities of new paths, her appetite had returned with a passion. A grilled pork tenderloin marinated in Manitoulin honey, accompanied by flower-fragrant basmati rice mated well with spinach, green beans and broccoli from the garden. Two dollars’ credit against the nine-hundred-dollar soil bill. A Talus zinfandel kept pace with the spices as she mused over her favourite line: “Skim milk masquerades as cream.” No cynic when it came to friends, she took them at face value. Charles and Anni had been crème de la crème. Now both were dead. One murdered; the other? Pulled in two directions, she surrendered to one.


  A cigarette. A dubious bruise. Feeble clues, if clues at all. Yet someone could have parked at the turnaround, walked in quietly to the well-concealed property. Smoked in the dark while watching Charles enter the sauna. Had the police overlooked some small detail as they had at Anni’s, the letter in her Peterson’s, her missing address book? What might she unearth about Charles’ death with more leisure to search the property?


  She eyed the forgotten key, whispering temptation from a suction cuphook on the fridge. If only she had a clear objective. Setting aside the lunatic-out-of-nowhere-in-the-night scenario, she reviewed the small evidence of a lonely life. Charles had money, as much as might have accumulated from a solid career and no children, rather none that she knew of. And he’d left all to charity. A dead end. She started at their meeting and took baby steps. The raspberries, the wine, the cottage, the tool shed, her joke about Jason Brown’s treasure.


  As she ate mindlessly, a stubborn chunk of broccoli stuck in her throat. She swallowed more wine, bitter with tannin, and her eyes snapped open. Treasure? Brown’s nephew had been casual enough, making light of that legendary hideyhole. Had he left something after all, something worth killing for? Or was it the ravings of a senile old man? She’d never seen him at Rainbow Country, though he might be on the second floor or confined to bed. Perhaps he’d already died. “They either go in the first few months, or they live on for years,” a candid nurse had told her. But Jason was mute. Couldn’t or wouldn’t talk. Had her father met the man, she wondered? The nephew’s number in Sarnia was still in her computer records.


  “Sorry to hear about Mr. Sullivan,” he replied as she explained her call. “You said he’d been so pleased with the place.”


  “If only for a brief time, he loved it,” Belle said, filling him in about her suspicions. “This may be a wild shot, but what about that secret room? Could someone have been looking for it?”


  His raucous laugh made her yank away the receiver. “In the first place, it wasn’t a room. More like a nook. Said he kept a few private things away from his sister, my Aunt Deborah. She acted as his housekeeper until she passed on. Never gave a hint where it was, though, and we kids crawled over every inch of that property. Guess he liked to tease us.”


  “No jewels or stolen bars of palladium from INCO, then?” Rare and expensive by-products from the nickel process had proved tempting to many employees.


  “I’ll be honest with you,” he added, the least credible words in the world. “It might have been something as simple as a collection of Playboy magazines. Or maybe some screech, that raw rum from the Maritimes. She didn’t mind the wine, old Bible-thumper, but she was fierce about hard stuff.”


  “Would you mind if I visited him? My father’s over at Rainbow Country.”


  “He’d probably like that. Ashamed to admit we don’t get up there more than twice a year. Ten hours is a long haul. Damn government never going to four-lane 69. It’s still a cowpath from Parry Sound.”


  TWENTY-ONE


  So that’s why you’re here at the crack of dawn,” her father said as he buttered a sixth piece of toast. “The Brown fellow? Sure, I know him. Gives the nurses some devil of a ride. What do you want with that old geezer? Aren’t I leaving you enough money? Did you flub up my mutual funds? Canuck buck gets any lower you’ll need a wheelbarrow to buy a...” His chuckle turned to a cough as he grabbed at his coffee cup.


  Belle’s heart thumped like a dicky engine. “Take it easy. Another choking scene will finish the both of us. Anyway, Charles bought Brown’s property. Could be he had a visitor that night he died. I was thinking of a secret place that the old man bragged about for years.”


  “Secret, eh? Leave him to me. We’ve had grand chats. Born the same year, you know.”


  Belle clasped his shoulder, grinning like a Cheshire cat. “So he can talk!”


  “Jason? ’Course he can. Just no one understands him except me. Got to listen, not just hear. Poor guy’s got no one to help him either. Remember my trouble down in Florida?” After one particularly potent TIA, he’d been mute for weeks, but a strong will and the coaching of his girlfriend had restored his speech.


  “Gets pretty mad when they can’t catch on. Darned if he didn’t nail Cindy smack on the can with a boiled egg yesterday. Haul me out of this contraption, and we’ll try the card table in the dining room. Can’t play, but he likes to watch. He’s got both oars in the water. Look at his eyes. You’ll see what I mean.”


  Belle unfastened the table of the gerry chair with an urge to weep. How did he stand the confinement? And yet if he fell...She took his arm and straightened him to his feet as he marshalled his resources and sweat broke out on his broad forehead. “Geronimo,” he yelled, and they turtled forward. He fumbled at the handrail down the long hall to the dining area. Some residents had returned to their rooms after breakfast while the more interactive ones played cards or joined in a bean bag toss led by the staff.


  Jason Brown, a hulk of a man shrunken into a wheelchair, had intelligent, deep-set eyes which seemed to burn with a hatred for his loss of independence. Dressed in a Blueberry Festival T-shirt and mismatched but clean slacks, he followed the deal of the cards, pointing a trembly finger at the occasional move. They’d only met casually at the mailboxes years ago. No chance he’d remember her. Yet if she could interest him in something precious from his past...


  “Jason, old man.” Her father patted his back before easing into a chair, leaving Belle standing behind. “Daughter of mine here needs your help. Listen up.”


  When she bent to his level, at first he seemed confused, glancing from one person to the other. “I won’t keep you from your game, Mr. Brown. There’s a problem. The man who bought your property died under suspicious circumstances. Your nephew said that you had a secret hiding place. Maybe there’s a connection. Did you leave anything valuable there which we might be able to bring you?” The promise didn’t make sense, but it sounded helpful, a necessary conspiracy of young against old which shamed her.


  Suddenly Jason exploded in a series of cackles mixed with unintelligible words, disconnected syllables. The man’s breath was no pansy patch, through no fault of his. Dental care was a messy, time-consuming chore placed at the bottom of the list. But he was smiling oddly. Unsure how to proceed, she looked at her father. “He likes you,” he whispered with confidence. “Otherwise he wouldn’t have paid attention.”


  She turned from the table and formed silent words with her lips, adding a shrug. “What’s he saying?”


  Her father leaned forward. “How’s that again?” His gnarly hand clasped Jason’s. “Go on, pal. Take your time.” A garble followed, a spew of consonants and vowels repeated several times. Belle backed off discreetly from the spittle.


  “Medicine, he says.”


  “You want your medicine?” She scanned the room for an attendant, speaking softly to her father, “Are you sure? How ‘with it’ is this guy?”


  Brown shook his gleaming bald head, mottled with age spots, as he pounded the table, blasting out more guttural grunts. “Nope, that’s what he means all right,” her father said with a frown. “Funny, though. Med time is ten and six. It’s only nine.”


  An owly nurse with pointed ears responded to her questioning. “Of course Mr. Brown will receive his medication at the proper hour,” she answered with an annoyed tone as she arranged a tray with rows of tiny paper cups. “We chart everything.”


  Belle flashed Brown her broadest smile and shook his hand. The skin was cold, but the grip surprisingly strong, as if he were trying to speak through what small powers remained in his charge. “Thanks for your help, sir. Good luck with the game.”


  “You did your best, Father,” she said as they teetered back to his room.


  “Med time is ten and six,” he repeated.


  “Keep pumping him. You never know.” She helped him into his chair, locking the table with sickening reluctance.


  He beamed and gave a v-for-victory sign. “We’ll crack her. Just like Nick and Nora Charles.”


  “And Puffball can be Asta,” she added, patting the resident bichon frisé trotting by in search of a handout. Her father winked as he pointed to a box of Peek Freans on the bureau, so she left him a handful. “Just one for the dog, Father. Remember what happened to Lucky.” Treated to butter pecan ice cream and constant cookies, their dachshund had ballooned into a cartoon and died in his sleep on a sunny lanai in Florida.


  “Practically a hundred in human years. Hope I go like that,” he shot back.


  “Medicine,” Belle thought as she left. What else would the captive elderly be interested in but food and pills, whose arrivals marked lagging hours for all but the most active few? She was glad her father still had a passion for Jeopardy and Wheel of Fortune. Yet there had been something in the old man’s animation. At this point, anything was worth a try.


  At the office, she logged a few inquiries. When summer ended, cottagers would be eager to sell, but who would want to buy as the cold winds of September sifted dry leaves? She left at five still mulling over Brown’s desperation. At least she and her father shared their memories.


  The blueberry hills on the road past town were dotted with pickers, the air beckoning spicy-sweet through the window. Hot weather and frequent rains would provide a banner crop. Though her favourite fields lay nearer home at Hidden Valley, a half-mile down abandoned railroad tracks, she remembered that in late March her last freezer bag had been transformed into a succulent cobbler. Wouldn’t a pie taste great? Or just plain berries? Besides, the experience itself provided a welcome relaxation.


  In the late summer ritual for “Northrunners,” as people often pronounced it, everyone got into the spirit, young, old, rich and poor. Hélène’s philosophy was that picking revealed character. “There’s the lazy ones, see. Relax with a beer in the shade and gobble pies later. Others pretend to pick but just eat. That’s Ed. Some can’t find a good bush and quit after a few minutes.” She would pause thoughtfully, shaking her finger for effect. “Now, never waste time on a poor spot with only singletons. Bad for the back. But you know where to look, you’ll find as many as the bears.”


  Belle pulled off the road behind a line of cars and rummaged for a plastic bag. A few minutes later she was climbing the hills, past “Bob 4ever” spray-painted where the glacier’s icy fingers had raked the stone. “Not even rocks are forever, Bob,” she murmured. Hunkered down in the late afternoon sun, the insistent ticking of grasshoppers in her ears, she missed the panting partnership of the dog. Freya nosed out the berries and roamed around independently until her evil alter ego emerged. Then she plowed into the middle of the best bunches, nudged Belle’s hand with slobber, and more than once had the effrontery to munch from an unwatched bowl.


  A trained eye helped, the mind judging in a flash the configuration of the bush, the number of berries, size, colour. Large were prized, since they filled the container quickly, but small were often tastier. Under sheltering trees, the berries were tarter, in the sun hotter and sweeter, a piquant combination. Thick, luxuriant leaves meant a good season but hid the fruit. The picker tried to strip five or six at a time, holding the pan underneath, shuffling horizontally on haunches to avoid a slipped disc. Belle gauged the riches by how long it took to glean enough for a pie. Ten to fifteen minutes was standard.


  A short reconnaissance provided dessert, discounting the few morsels that exploded the signature of summer into her mouth. As she stood and stretched, familiar complaints broke the stillness. “What are they paying? Only ten bucks a basket? Remember that drought year we got twelve?” Another voice talked about a convoy which had rolled up from Toronto with giant rakes and were nearly lynched by locals protecting their territory. On a flat rock, a wiry man in a straw hat sat and smoked, tapping ashes into a pop can. Smoking was illegal while walking in the bush. A person had to stop and attend to the cigarette, a sensible rule but hard to enforce. Forest fires in the peaty Sudbury area could follow roots underground, lie dormant, then spring up later twenty feet away.


  Insulated in the mindless pleasure of gentle industry, wrapped in mental cotton batting, Belle sensed someone talking to her, but couldn’t decipher the words until she looked up and wiped sweat from her eyes. “Hey, I said I haven’t seen you at the restaurant this week.” It was Fred. “We’re trying to make enough for tickets to Garth Brooks at Skydome.”


  She laughed and admired the full baskets in the usual social gesture. They might realize their goal. Many patient pensioners earned over two thousand dollars a season, if their knees held out. “So who’s minding the store?”


  “Craig’s taking charge with Sis. He’ll be here second shift soon as I leave. Made over six hundred bucks so far at the Farmers’ Market.” He flicked a small green worm into the brush and rubbed his back. “Been tough money, though. Tougher than running a restaurant. These hills get pretty dry without trees. Couple more days we’ll have to find another spot.” Together they walked to the vehicles, where he showed off his pride, a 1967 Camaro. His plan was to restore it as soon as the restaurant got onto its feet. If cars could express feelings, the grill frowned at the dull paint and rusty bumpers.


  Belle arrived home in a mood of curious elation, convinced that something lay behind Brown’s wild insistence. Charles’ place was worth a second look, especially after the cursory examination from the police. Washing the berries and dosing them with heavy cream, giving Freya her share, she grated a large zucchini for pancakes, adding dollops of Mcllhenny’s green jalapeno sauce while plotting the next morning’s search. Maybe Charles hadn’t even discovered the hiding place, if in fact it existed, but at least she had a clear goal.


  To get an early start and avoid prying eyes, at eight she started to drink and read. The light outside and racehorse nerves made it hard to settle down, but she never scrimped on sleep, an affordable luxury. Didn’t Delores Del Rio snooze fifteen hours each night to keep that profile baby smooth well into her eighties? As the last Scotch trickled down an hour later, the phone rang. “I hope I’m not intruding, my dear,” a plummy voice said. Sister Veronica waited politely.


  “Of course not. Did you reach your friend so soon?” Quite an operative, Belle thought. Speaking of an éminence grise.


  “Under the pretence of an emergency...” She coughed delicately. “I was able to talk briefly with Margaret, but the news is ambivalent.”


  What an odd word. “What do you mean?”


  “Euphemia arrived at Le Coeur de Repos ten years ago, transferred from a redundant facility in Manitoba. By the time she reached Anticosti, she was a very sick woman and passed on shortly after. With no word from her family about arrangements, she was buried on the island, her goods placed in storage. The shocking part...”


  “Yes?”


  “So that you may better understand, let me tell you more about Margaret. Psychology is the field in which she took her degree. When the occasion arises, she acts as therapist. In this personal capacity, she spent much time with Euphemia.” A long silence made Belle uneasy. Something had shaken the nun’s usually maddening sang-froid.


  “Go on, Sister.”


  “I don’t know quite how to form the words for this loathsome sin. There was no repentance. The woman claimed divine sanction for a mother-son relationship. Utter blasphemy.”


  Belle stubbed out her cigarette in a punishing gesture, grinding it to tatters. “Better dead then. I would have liked to have laid hands on her myself.”


  Sister Veronica exhaled, then her voice strengthened. “And although I am not one to credit a cult of diabolism, a singular malignancy seemed at work. Thank God her timely unmasking forfended further destruction.”


  Belle poured another finger of liquor against the painful light of these sobering revelations as well as another word to define. Forfend. “That’s very helpful information, perhaps all we’ll ever learn at this point. What about the victims? Do you suppose they would find solace in knowing that their tormentor is dead?”


  “Malebranche says that we are not our own light. In this case I hope he was wrong.”


  As she hung up, making a mental note to research French philosophers, a bright spear across the lake at the North River caught her eye and she waited for the corresponding crash, counting the seconds. Twenty miles. Somewhere down the line the Hydro was disturbed, flickering the lights on and off. On and off. A chill thought charged down her spine. Like the headlight of the vehicle the night Charles had died. She’d pushed that fragment into a corner of her magpie mind, but it hadn’t disappeared. Suddenly Belle realized what she might have witnessed through the ravaged trees. The car of the elusive visitor. That narrowed the scope to seven hundred local “padiddles,” as her generation of teenagers called them when looking for an excuse to steal a kiss.


  With troubled thoughts and sketchy plans, not to forget the hot sauce, even dreams allowed no escape. Belle was tracking someone through the deepest woods. She could hear bushes crackle but saw no one ahead. The moon cast sickly beams between the scraps left by the caterpillars. As cloud shadows dodged among the rock outcroppings like starvelings, a wolf howled across the distance, answered by another. In the choking humidity, her lungs felt asthmatic, gulping the thick, poisonous air with no relief. When her bare feet met something slippery, she stumbled to her knees. Along a slime trail, chewing at a bunch of leaves, its raspy maw undulating as it ripped the fabric, crawled a metre-long blue-green caterpillar, covered with red, yellow and blue tubercles. The larva of the stunning Caecropia moth, destroyer of maple, birch, wild cherry and lilacs. For a moment she was as fascinated as repelled. Then the creature whirled, spinning a cocoon, only to burst out in winged glory, beady eyes compelling her, antennae banging her face. With a scream, she jerked up in bed, riding the swelling water waves. Thrashing her hands and tossing off covers, she hit the light, only to discover a fragile white moth battered on the pillow.


  TWENTY-TWO


  Despite her insomniac’s rule that the best way to return to sleep was never to check the time, Belle lifted a bleary eyelid. The earlier the better, so at 4:45 by the green glow, she flicked a switch before the obnoxious country station blasted the morning into honky-tonk hell. If only the CBC came in without static, she might have awakened to Mozart. Freya stretched idly, so accustomed to six a.m. reveille that she returned quickly to doggie dreams. Best let her doze or she’d make preparations miserable. Dawn Patrol was the scenario, not Dog on Parade.


  The coffee maker wheezed in cranky protest while she tossed back orange juice and glanced out at the lake, the darkness swallowing space and time like a black hole. The storm had long passed, leaving everything green and wet for a change. Surprisingly hungry in anticipation, “nerved up,” as Hélène would say, she popped a bagel into the toaster, piling on soft, succulent goat cheese.


  Charles’ safari jacket hung in the closet, with a light scent of bay rum that made her heart jump as she tried it on, rolling up the sleeves. “Help me, my friend. I should have been there when you needed me,” she whispered, tucking her Swiss army knife into one pocket, a mini-flashlight into another, and fixing a screwdriver into a couple of loops. Doing up the flaps and zippers, she felt a small bulge in an arm pocket. A padlock key, presumably for the toolshed since he wouldn’t have locked the sauna or boathouse. No need now to play vandal. So far so good, she thought, tiptoeing to the door, only to trip over her garden duckboots. At the crash, the beast awoke and barrelled down in the dark, hitting each stair by sheer faith. “Not wanted on the voyage,” she said with forced sternness. “Go back to chasing imaginary rabbits.” Literate with tones and gestures, Freya wheeled in displeasure towards the computer room and the solace of her easy chair.


  The road was shrouded in Avalon mist, dew sticking to her eyelashes. A cool front was sucking warmth from the lake. Only the sounds of a foraging raven broke the silence, a cry so raucous that Ed’s aunt, a skeetshooter in her youth, had taken her shotgun to one who had plagued her mornings. Not that such thoughtless savagery caused her to drive into that rock cut a year later, but it was foolish to anger Raven, the Trickster. He was a faithful companion through the bitter winters, a comical ragman in his tattered feather cloak.


  At Charles’ gate, a lock confronted her, but she climbed over, bending the wire squares with her weight. Where to start? She squinted through fog as she walked, each building emerging like a separate tomb. Forget the sauna. Charles had built it, not Brown.


  The boathouse was unlocked, as she had suspected. Brown’s nephew had taken the small motorboat, so likely Charles hadn’t even used the place. An old anchor, cracked canoe paddles, and mouldy lifejackets made when they were called “Mae Wests” hung on the wall. Apparently Brown had collected car licenses as far back as 1950, tacking them over knotholes. Alberta, the Wild Rose province, a polar bear from Yukon. A small bird, perhaps a starling, rustled in the eaves, the frantic peeping of chicks audible over the lapping of the water. She climbed a rough wooden ladder to inspect the high shelves, but found only a cracked buoy and a faded old navy ensign, Canada’s flag before the maple leaf arrived in 1965. She was about to descend when a messy pile at the end caught her attention. Burlap, often used for winter plant protection. Someone had disturbed the dust pattern. Using her screwdriver, she poked the bundle, sensing a solid mass. Then it moved! Black button eyes and a robber mask stared at her, tiny hands waving, yellow teeth clicking. They both screamed and fled in opposite directions.


  In the commotion coming down the ladder, Belle collected a large splinter. Flash clamped in her teeth, she watched her finger blur and clear in the presbyopia of age. God bless the inventor of the needle threader. She would have to wait until she got home, punching pain-override. Closing on five-thirty, the sky was beginning to lighten, she realized with alarm. It wouldn’t do to be seen by early-bird boaters or strollers. Chubby Phil Christakos had started to powerwalk at dawn.


  Passing the deserted garden made her heart throb more than her finger. Charles had scarcely enjoyed the fruits of his labours. His zucchinis were bombs like hers, the lettuce rotten, the spinach bolting, and the luscious cherry tomatoes portable lunches for chipmunks. Only the root vegetables might be edible. She pulled on a carrot, tapped off the dirt, and stuck it in her pocket.


  With her key, she entered the house quickly. Inside all was black as earth with heavy curtains drawn. Even so, she used the flashlight instead of risking a lamp. A quick paw through books and records brought nothing, nor did a perfunctory toss of the couch, chairs and pillows. Next came the tiny kitchen. Charles hadn’t lived there long enough to have accumulated much. Except for a new set of dishes, the original cottage fixings remained. She rummaged though the foodstuffs, flour, coffee, feeling silly. Some helpful sprite had cleaned out the fridge and left it open. Next came the bathroom. “Medicine,” Brown had said. Like a narcotics agent, she peered inside the toilet tank, pushed on the panelling, and opened the medicine chest, a cheap tin variety securely bolted to the wall. He had been serious about the high blood pressure. A half-full bottle of Norvasc sat next to the aspirin along with cold remedies, bug dope, corn plasters, and Metamucil. Middle-aged Land. Nothing more. Maybe poor old Brown had missed his meds the night before? What else could he have meant?


  She turned to the bedroom. Under the bed, not even a dust bunny. In the closet, the beam revealed neat little shoe soldiers. Her fingers probed the floorboards, but the seams were solid. A masculine oak desk seemed inviting, and from a bottom drawer she retrieved a thick envelope. Money! Except with a merry Scot instead of a dour prime minister. Canadian Tire bonus bucks. Some enterprising Canucks had passed them as legal tender in Europe. Charles would have accumulated plenty by paying cash for home improvement supplies. Maybe fifty dollars with nickel and dime bills to fatten the pile. Quite a treasure. She laughed, resisting an urge to stuff it in her jacket. Then she noticed the envelope. Cream vellum. An exact double of Anni’s.


  For a moment she sat at the desk eyeball to eyeball with “The Anatomy Lesson,” stunned against a terrible idea beginning to take root. Another drawer of stationery confirmed the suspicion. The paper belonged to Charles. Still, she defended him. Though he claimed not to have known Anni well, could an innocent exchange have passed between them? A recipe? A shy invitation to dinner unrequited? Mail misdirected, opened by mistake and returned?


  Thoughts racing, Belle forced herself to resume the search. In the basement, the smelly oil heater and empty packing boxes made for fast work. Cement floor, cement block walls. What about the crawl space upstairs? The nefarious Paul Bernardo had concealed his documentary tapes of torture and murder in a light fixture, overlooked by the police who had gutted the house. Placing a chair on the kitchen table, she pushed aside a ceiling tile and hoisted herself up, brandishing the flashlight. Dust coated her as she scrambled over the joists, sneezing and dislodging long-abandoned mouse nests, finally dropping back with a grunt. Besides, how could Brown or Charles have played acrobat?


  Only the toolshed remained, a sizable, windowless building containing the lawn tractor as well as the lathe and power saws which Charles had been so jubilant to discover. She found the key a perfect fit in the large padlock and, wincing at the metallic squeal, rolled aside the massive doors, closing them before hitting the lights. In the distance, a dog barked a question, and she swallowed nervously. Upstairs was a loft, apparently the repository for Brown’s wine-making equipment. Five- and ten-gallon green glass jugs sat mute along with dozens of empty bottles in dusty crates. She opened boxes of corks, filters and other paraphernalia her friend had probably kept in hopes of reviving his own craft, but now the raspberries were fast ripening and he would never sip their jewelled sweetness.


  Downstairs was a nightmare, but one last hope. Minuscule drawers of nuts, bolts, and oddments, racks of wrenches and screwdrivers, flotsam and jetsam with a tang of oil and sawdust. She peered underneath the table saw, moved tarps and rolled the lawn tractor away from the wall. Though the front and sides of the shed had exposed two-by-four framing, the back was finished in drywall, lighter spaces indicating where pictures or other tack-ups had gone. A new IDA calendar was turned to July. Flipping along, she noticed that Charles had planned a massive bulb planting for the fall.


  Next to the calendar was a large, built-in first aid cabinet. First aid? An old man’s fuzzy name for medicine? Inside on a shallow shelf were ancient bandage packages in graduated sizes, mercurochrome gone black, gauze, tape in sticky masses. Strike three. What had she missed? Belle stepped outside for a pee. Squatting in meditation, she noticed that the building backed against a steep hillside with an odd, dark shape on top. When she scrambled up to roof level, she found a ventilation pipe. Root cellars had the same construction. Was some space hidden behind that wall?


  Returning on the run, she opened the first aid cabinet and placed everything on the floor, frantic at one last possibility. She gripped the sides, and with a sharp pull, lifted the structure out in one piece, leaving an opening about one-and-a-half-feet by two. Behind it was a clean, well-insulated cubicle containing a new plastic tote box.


  Belle reached for the box, touched the cover with shaking hands, jumping at the thrum of a small motor by the shore. Little time left. She unclipped the snaps and opened the top, puzzled at the contents. A large piece of black cloth with flashes of white lay within tissue paper, carefully folded, covering some documents. Setting it aside for a moment, she examined the first item. An old passport. It was Charles. Handsome, young, many pounds lighter. The stamps indicated that for a few years in his youth, he’d travelled widely, Italy, England, Germany. What a wonderful companion he would have been. Then she glanced at the name. James Morris? The same words appeared on a Royal Bank passbook. Her frugal mind was appalled. Over five hundred thousand dollars with only the yearly accumulation of interest, paltry interest lately. Savings accounts were paying three-quarter percent. Only one withdrawal. June 15th. Thirty-five thousand dollars. How many times had she thought about that sum? The envelope, now this. A wave of nausea swept over her. Pictures didn’t lie. Charles had another identity, money he never used for himself, even to purchase the property. What else was a lie? Not knowing Anni? Why had he given the money to her, unless...


  The sturdy twill unfolded, she held the large garment at arm’s length. It appeared to be a priest’s cassock. Then a white cloth, a surplice? Other small pieces of regalia she couldn’t identify without a lexicon, along with a tiny silver cross on a chain. No diary to serve as confessional. No exculpatory letters. Only a manila envelope containing a black and white picture which morphed Deborah Kerr with Agnes Moorehead, Saint and Manipulator icons. A young bride, seventeen perhaps, taking the veil, the selfsame white wimple that had caught her attention. What was Euphemia to him? Lover? Sister? Both?


  With a rue late born, she remembered the precious wooden triptych, those Gregorian chants, the comments about punishment. What did it matter if Charles hadn’t been in the Osprey Inlet picture? Never in the picture, yet always there, like Sister Veronica’s sinister description. Somehow Anni had detected something wrong at the school, but had moved away before she could confirm her suspicions. Had she recognized Charles’ voice more than the bearded, fuller face? Zack had said that Anni was good at voices. What had she done then? A prudent woman in some ways, she wouldn’t have acted on mere intuition until checking with Edith.


  Belle wanted to run from this place and never return, yet the signals weren’t reaching her legs. Too many unknowns. If Charles had killed Anni, had someone killed him? How fractured was the human jigsaw? Had she arrived at the Hill of Science, or was she floundering still in the Fields of Fiction? Truth was straining credibility, even with this palpable evidence. Carefully she repacked the box, safe in its hole. Steve couldn’t ignore this, and what he’d say about her collection of facts and fantasies would scorch her ears.


  As she locked up and headed for the gate, the scrape of gravel echoed down the lane. A series of painful creaks followed, as if metal were being stretched to capacity. She shrank into the shelter of a thick fir tree, making herself small and inconspicuous. The heaviness of a body falling to the ground made her catch her breath. Then a dark form lumbered towards her on all fours.


  TWENTY-THREE


  Ed, for God’s sake. Do you want to have to carry two canes?” she said as she helped him back over the gate, its wires bent into v’s where his feet had pushed.


  “The dog put up a fuss, and I came to investigate. And what were you doing?”


  “A final reconnaissance. I have to talk to Steve before I can give you any details.” The look of consternation on his face paid her in full for the near heart attack he’d caused with his snooping.


  Belle trotted back with renewed purpose, calling Steve at home despite the early hour. No answer. Flinging her filthy body into the shower, she scrubbed diligently and dressed for work. The splinter was stubborn, requiring a combination of tweezers, wicked needles and educated guesses. Freya gave her another accusing look, and she forced herself to the mundane requirements of a working life, packing a hasty lunch. “Where do you think your dog food comes from? Three hots, two trots and a cot. OK. Just to the end of the road. Maybe this weekend we can go to Hidden Valley for blueberries.”


  On the turn, she met Ed with his quad, cane strapped on the back, Hélène and Rusty in tandem, about to forge up the trail to Surprise Lake. “Do me a favour, guys. Take the dog with you. I’m in a big hurry, but I’ll explain later.”


  “No problem. Come over later and have supper with us,” Hélène said with a motherly grin. “Big pan of cabbage rolls we got at the Garlic Festival. They beat the world record for braided garlic, over two hundred and—”


  Belle called over her shoulder, “I may be late, but thanks.”


  The office was empty at a few minutes to nine. It was Miriam’s day off. A slow Friday. But five new listings and two open houses next week. Prime the coffee maker and sprinkle vanilla on the oven racks. Homey fakery. Maybe the life of a private investigator would offer more scope. But in Sudbury? Probably end up staking out gum machine robberies or peeking into motel windows with a camera to catch adulterers, not that it mattered anymore with no-fault divorce. Surely Steve would be at work now. So many details kept to herself. Sister Veronica. Osprey Inlet. And that headlamp. If only he’d taken her seriously, been willing to admit that there might have been another person involved. “He and the family went up north of the Sault to camp out on Superior,” a clerk said. “Be back on Monday.”


  A couple of days, she thought. Maybe there’s something else I can do about these loose ends. Who was Charles Sullivan? At lunch time she cruised the Internet for items on the Seaway. A web page for Ontario parks led her to information about the nine “villages perdus,” lost villages flooded in 1958. Mille Roche, named for its thousand rocky rapids, next door to the major city of Cornwall, now existed only as a series of park islands reached by a causeway. Everything had been relocated at great expense to the government. Houses, schools, public buildings and businesses had been picked up and deposited inland at an equally tiny place called Long Sault. If a Charles Sullivan had been born in Mille Roche, why were there no later records? She closed the file with a click, rummaging through a hundred movie plots. Perhaps he had never left.


  At the Cornwall Chamber of Commerce number, she was greeted by a pleasant woman with the broad Ottawa Valley accent of Scots-English remnants of the United Empire Loyalists, those who had fled America during the Revolution. “I’m trying to locate relatives from Mille Roche for a genealogical chart. We’ve been out of touch for decades. The cemeteries seemed a good place to start,” Belle said, sensing the irony.


  “Everyone at Mille Roche was moved to other grounds, some out of the community, but most to Maple Grove. That’s your best bet. Try...”


  “We’re pretty well-indexed here,” a man identifying himself as the Human Resource Manager said on her next call. “The government insisted on strict records when the graves were opened. Serious stuff, relocating bodies. What is the name?”


  “Sullivan.” Her request was met by an odd silence. “Sullivan,” she prompted, wondering if they had been cut off.


  His voice sounded subdued. “Yes. My grandmother used to tell me their story when she caught me playing with matches.”


  “Story?”


  A sigh issued over the lines. “Some sixty years ago. The entire family was killed in a tragic house fire during one of our worst winters. So many heated with wood. The place went up like tinder.”


  “No survivors?”


  “I’ll get the file.” There was a long pause, people talking in the background. Her theory had been right. One more piece. Not definitive, blue sky maybe, but who knew what corporeal substance might join it?


  “Sorry to keep you waiting. The parents were Percy and Vivian. And two young children. Charles, the baby and his sister Rachel, five. Enough to make you weep. Gran still takes flowers to the grave. Proud to say that the whole town chipped in for a nice marble monument. Top quality. Couple of little angels on top. It’s under our most beautiful red maple with a spectacular view of the Seaway.”


  Belle rang off with bitter satisfaction. Charles had lived in Ottawa with easy access to the small towns of the valley. A cinch to comb newspaper morgues for someone born the same year as he but who had died as a child. Died along with the whole family in a town now underwater. No wonder Steve’s records jumped from birth to university. Little Charles Sullivan lay in a grave by the St. Lawrence, stone angels guarding his rest.


  TWENTY-FOUR


  Back at the office, Belle’s emotions ricocheted from disappointment to fury to pity and back again, calmed only by the production and consumption of coffee. She bit into a tomato sandwich lathered with mayo, and munched pensively on the carrot from Charles’ forlorn garden. The entire middle of the puzzle was missing, as if macular degeneration had struck. Charles as a priest, serving in unholy alliance with Euphemia in Osprey Inlet, maybe even someplace else before that, pray God not after. Yet unlike his accomplice, he had not been secreted away in a monastery the equivalent of Le Coeur de Repos. Had he left the church of his own will or been forced out? What did it matter? With a creative new identity, he had retrained in an innocuous profession and spent the next decades in Ottawa, Canada’s immaculate, if boring home of civil servants. Punishment enough, a cynic would say.


  While the cigarette butt had been flimsy evidence to arouse much suspicion, the blinking light and the box of indictments made her suspect that a visitor had been there. Someone connected with his past and with Anni, the woman who had perhaps died at his hands. “Perhaps,” a word she couldn’t omit. That brutal concept, so far from the civilized man with whom she had shared table, troubled her so profoundly that she continued rationalizing.


  The old woman, scarcely infirm of purpose, had been feisty enough to have wielded the stick as a weapon. Perhaps Charles had been defending himself in a protective blow regretted the moment struck. And the probable blackmail that bought the van? Why had she changed her mind? Had she asked for more or regretted the gesture, tried to recapture an ethical edge with the sententiousness that had enraged Patsy? The cryptic comments from the salesman and then Murph added force to that theory. Whatever had happened, threatened the quiet life Charles had nurtured. Even the mildest animal backed to a corner could go wild with fear, like a chained dog guaranteed to bite.


  Evening found her returning late from town, irked at the petty details of demanding clients. Belle groaned as the hourly news came on the radio. Eight already. She parked at Fred’s restaurant with hopes of a quick meal and was enjoying a Caesar salad when she saw his car enter the strip mall, nosing up to the window. Without modern running lights, he drove with lamps permanently on, European style. Her fork dropped as the old Camaro shuddered to a stop in a cloud of oily smoke, the left beam winking like the monocled Mr. Planters Peanut Man.


  Fred shambled in bearing two overflowing baskets of blueberries. He grabbed a coffee and parked jovially at her table. She looked out the window at the car, then at the man, barely able to navigate without a lurch. Surely he couldn’t have been involved. “Where’s Craig?”


  He pointed to the baskets. “Second shift again. We’ll get him at nine. There’s enough sun for another hour. You just can’t keep that fellow down. He’s picked twice as much as us. I just hope...” His mouth twitched, and he brushed it with his fingers.


  “What’s wrong?”


  “You know about his past. Guy’s fought hard, but a couple weeks ago he tied one on. Disappeared for two days. Just a backslide.” He shrugged and forced a smile. “It happens.”


  Belle pushed aside her salad to concentrate. A calendar tacked on the wall caught her attention, little fishes, waxing and waning moons. “About the end of the month? Full moon?”


  Jokes weren’t Fred’s forte, but he tried a howl like the radio advertising hockey games for the Sudbury Wolves. “Don’t tell me you believe in that stuff? Anyway, I think he’ll be moving on soon.”


  “What gives you that idea?” She tried to keep her voice calm, avoid a scare which might stop small bits of information from building to a frightening conclusion.


  “Some hints he’s been dropping about staying on in Toronto when we drive down to see Garth. Bunk at a hostel for a few nights until he can find a room. Plenty of restaurant jobs in the Big Smoke. ’Course I’d give him a good recommendation. Hate to see him go, though. He’s like family.”


  When she pressed his hand, he nearly jumped. Apparently women had not been part of his life. “I’m going to ask you a question. Please answer truthfully, even if he is your friend. Did you lend your car to him that night he got drunk?”


  He hesitated, the cup shaking. “He’d done a double shift. Wanted to see a show at Silver City. Didn’t suck on the booze until after he got back. Knew my temper better than to pull a stunt like that.”


  “Thanks for your honesty. I’ve got to go and sort out some problems. Where did you leave him?”


  “Over the hill from where we saw you that time. What problems? You got me worried. Is he in trouble?” Belle shot him an OK sign, leaving five dollars on the table as she slammed out the door.


  “Left his school,” Steve had said. “He’s lost.” Anni at the dentist’s side, alert to the subtlest signs of distress. Charles the Enforcer for the depraved Euphemia. And Craig, poor Craig with his broom. All too fast now. As she drove to the fields, foot on the gas pedal jiggling absurdly from nerves, Belle assembled the cast for a tragedy written by an author long dead in a grave on a small island. Whatever the ghastly prologue, nature, nurture, evil incarnate, Act One opened in Osprey Inlet. Act Two, decades later, a chance encounter between Charles and Anni. Act Three, Anni’s murder. Act Four, Charles’ death. And that was where Craig entered from the wings. Had he met Anni, conspired with her? Or had he seen his tormentor on the street and followed him home, hatred for that face etching itself into his mind like a festering sore?


  The parking area was empty. To save time, she pulled as close as possible to the path, squeezing behind a Science North billboard, sticking the van keys under the mat. The berries were nearly finished, only a few wizenings decorating the dry bushes. Besides, the Jays’ spoiler series with the Yanks was keeping the fans cheering at home or gathering in the sports bars. Belle climbed carefully in the growing shadows, wary of stumbling on uneven ground. Here the Grenville Front, a highly deformed and metamorphosed zone, met the smoother faces of the Southern province. Rockhounds studied its tectonics, chipped for garnets, quartz and feldspar in its wrinkles. Farther on, in the barest spots decimated by the acid rain, lay traps for even the most careful foot.


  There was no one visible across the open stretches. Maybe Craig had given up and hitched a ride to his rooming house, passing her on the way. No problem to thumb a lift in the friendly North. She walked another few hundred yards, scanning the barren hills for movement or sound, dodging miniature oaks and maples sprouting from opportune crevices, natural bonsais older than her father. Several times she tripped, stubbing soft leather loafers on the jutting rocks and scraping skin from her palms. This was getting risky. She was about to turn back, hands aching, when a quiet whistle like a lone piper’s tune broke the silence. “Standing Outside the Fire,” one of Garth’s hits. She squinted at a hunched form far ahead, tinking a metal pot. “Craig!” she called.


  He straightened, his lean body silhouetted against the last orange flickers from the vanishing sun, a chimney sweep on the rooftops of London, and he waved eagerly. Her heart doublebeat like a trapped animal seeking exit. Act Five looked like torture, yet did she really fear the man? Violence did not seem his style, passionate though he had been about the kids he protected. “Fred send you out as a search party?” he asked. “Good timing. I’ve got the last. Nothing else worth bothering about. If you can drive me back, I’ll spring for coffee.”


  That was the longest speech she had ever heard him give. Her better, or perhaps worse half, felt like accepting the offer, then returning to Charles’ to collect his wretched secrets and burn them to ashes scattered by amoral winds. “Not tonight, Craig. I have something to ask you.”


  Leaning against a blackened outcrop, he met her eyes with polite interest, the broad face honest and open, the bearing newly confident. Suppose she never learned the truth? Why not leave this last survivor to heaven? Justice had been served in a clumsy, unofficial way. Craig had taken positive steps to rejoin society, made friends and plans. If he had lashed out at his aggressor, it was small payment for a calculated cruelty that had shackled the prime years of his life. “What is it, Belle?” he asked.


  She swallowed the lump in her throat, measuring syllables like bitter medicine, wondering whether the relentless pursuit of facts wasn’t worse than the happy peace of ignorance. “I saw you on my road the night Charles Sullivan died.”


  At the sound of the name, he looked confused. Then his eyebrows gathered in an oncoming storm, a warning Steve flashed in times of anger, yet the rest of his body language screamed for release. He took a rasping breath and then in the shadows, everything happened so fast, the clink of the falling pot, dark berries merging with the rock. His figure pushed past and rushed off, the contrast hard to follow, flat and one-dimensional. She started after him. “Craig! Tell me what happened. Running away won’t help.”


  Common sense argued that she had as much chance of catching him as overtaking a marathoner, but maybe simple words would reach out, make him reconsider. “You didn’t kill him!” she screamed, hearing only the rasp of footsteps on stone, the skitter of scree down stark hills. “All you’re guilty of is assault.”


  After a few minutes, cross-country racing, yelling and breathing at the same time became impossible. Belle stopped to rest her wheezing lungs. Why was he so afraid? Of living up to the standards of a law-enforcement brother? Losing a late-found grip on life, though it spelled only a rooming house and cleaning job? Yet that tenuous first step meant salvation to an alcoholic. Sister Veronica’s wisdom whispered in her ear. “The victims may feel...partially to blame.” No wonder he had never told anyone. Shame and guilt were the most powerful weapons of an abuser, especially one connected with the mighty Church itself.


  The terrain grew brutal, overlapping folds of rolling strata turned on their sides like roasted whales, converging into deep pits. Belle peered into the distance until she imagined a shape making its way. A trick of the eye? One of the ghost trees killed a century ago? Jumping a channel, she misjudged the width and twisted an ankle, sprawling onto the ground. For a moment she sat stupefied and gulped back air. Underneath her jacket, her silk shirt was clinging to her back, her linen pants were ripped, and her hands were sticky from plasma. Damn the man, anyway! Craig could sprint clear to Buffalo for all she cared. There was no help if he wouldn’t take the hand of a friend. Steve would get the whole mess dumped into a doughnut bag when he got back, and he could sort it out.


  Mind travelling faster than body, for a brief moment her eyes left the ground as she wheeled. One foot slipped on a patch of lichens, and she found herself tumbling, knees and elbows bumping like a spastic marionette, her head cracking against rock, finally landing on something mercifully soft. Little Alice down the rabbit hole, she thought, struggling for breath as a black curtain dropped. But I didn’t drink any potions, eat any mushrooms. Definitely not mushrooms. She heard laughter, or was it crying? A kitten was trying to make itself heard. Why was the poor creature out in the middle of nowhere?


  Fighting back to consciousness brought a nausea which made her retch, shot vinegary bile up the back of her throat. Pain was speaking a language she couldn’t decipher, and she squeezed her eyes against its noise. Though everything ached, one particular knife talked with eloquence. The ankle she had wrenched earlier. Better give it a rub. When she tried to move, something stopped her, a contortion of body disconnected from brain. With effort, she raised herself on one elbow. Though a thick bed of moss had broken her fall, one leg was jammed down a deep cleft, narrowing at the bottom. Try as she could, she couldn’t get any purchase. And every time she pulled, agony gripped her like a powerful vise. Had she broken her ankle? Palmers had bones of iron. A sprain could hurt as much. Whatever, the leg wasn’t going anywhere, so neither was she.


  Shaking her head to clear the cobwebs, Belle tried a more methodical assessment, flexing arms and hands. Her other leg splayed awkwardly underneath, prickly from a pinched nerve. With a deep breath, she stretched it and applied a tender massage. One small relief. She ran sore fingers over elbows, raw as meat. Abrasions, or was it contusions? Fine distinctions muddled. The back of her head hurt, but she could feel no blood, just an egg-sized lump. Probably banged on the way down. How far, though? She swam up through a murky swimming pool, noticing only then that her glasses were missing.


  Reality was sinking in as fast as the sun had set. Craig was long gone. He had no idea she had fallen, if that might have made a difference in his frantic escape. But panic was a dangerous option. Wouldn’t people come back tomorrow, combing the bushes? She shifted with a moan and snagged her coat on a dried blueberry bush. As she untangled it, the brief optimism blew away like the frail twigs crushed in her hand. Why would anyone return? As Craig had said, the season was over. Even if some hopeful drudge did try for a last pint, this bleak area was over a mile from the edges of the fields. Moonscape, the bare bones of the Nickel City where even a bagpipe would go unheard.


  Surely there was some way out, some problem-solving exercise to brainstorm. What would Errol Flynn do? Robin Hood, Captain Blood, Gentleman Jim. Just not Custer, not They Died with Their Boots On. The pit itself, full of handholds, posed no difficulty except for her uncooperative leg. Stoic Canadian farmers cut off an arm trapped in the combine, knotted a tourniquet with their teeth and crawled miles across the prairie for help. Somehow she felt glad that she hadn’t brought her Swiss army knife. She swallowed with effort, her throat dry. The salty salad was bringing on a fierce thirst. Oh, for a drink of water, a huge bowl.


  Then she remembered Freya. Thank God she was safe with the DesRosiers on that timely walk. Expecting her hours ago, Ed and Hélène would be in a frenzy. In the morning, missing-person rules be damned, the old reliables would call up a search, starting God knows where. Parking behind that huge billboard to save a few yards of walking had been a stupid idea. Maybe a fatal one. Gritting her teeth, she retraced her movements. Once word of her disappearance filtered to the restaurant, Fred would put it together, especially if Craig had left town. Discovering the van, they would comb the fields until they found her. Another day? Three? Five? No water and no food. Desperate for a sensation other than pain, her fingers picked at the papery yellow-green rock tripe, the explorer’s friend. On one of his many ill-conceived searches for the Northwest Passage, Sir John Franklin and his starving crew had boiled it for soup. She nibbled a tasteless shred, remembering too late that uncooked lichens brought on diarrhea. With a groan, she pounded the rock until her fist hurt. What spectral shape would greet them when they finally found her?


  As if in response, a snuffling sounded somewhere above. So close to town, no large predators roamed these hills, but she wouldn’t rule out coyotes, or brush wolves as they were called. They had begun moving toward inhabited areas in quest of garbage or small livestock. Ed had chased away one rifling Rusty’s empty dog food cans. Still, a loud bluff would handle Wily E. Wasn’t the same as a black bear or the cougar in B.C. that had killed a woman defending her children.


  When no slavering snout poked over the edge of the pit, Belle sat back, depressed by fresh worries. What would happen to her father? She was his life, a fragile connection to happier memories. If he could save her now, he would, like when her kite had stuck in rotten high tension wires. Childish tugging had brought them crackling and sparking across the quiet, dead-end Toronto street. At her wails, out he’d come on the run, giving her hands a quick glance, then directing traffic and steering onlookers away until the Hydro truck arrived. Barely five-ten, he’d seemed a giant. Huddled on the curb, the tiny cause of furious adult activity, she’d felt her stomach tighten, imagined a painful punishment. But he’d popped her onto his shoulders, trotting up the stairs, both of them laughing. Too bad he hadn’t been able to have another ten kids for insurance to see him through old age, especially when the first one had proved a certifiable idiot.


  The prospect of splitting the mutual funds with siblings usually dispelled that wish. She wouldn’t be tuned to the CBC news tomorrow to see if the TSE hit a new high. That precious bond fund was about to go off like a rocket with the interest rate drop. With eyes closed, she imagined the recovering Canadian dollar high-kicking across the screen. Then she coughed, rubbing her arms. How cold would it get? Maybe seven to ten degrees centigrade, forties Fahrenheit? Nothing to die from tonight, especially surrounded by black rock which held the warmth. Yet it was the third week of August, when a sudden frost could snap the air like an Arctic bullwhip. Belle pressed her cheek to the moss. Soft, velvety, slightly metallic. Nature in sympathy with man. Then she was seven again, swinging up and up. “Higher, Father, higher,” she begged, dangling long red braids, dizzy at the flash of blue sky. Somehow her grip weakened and she let go at the arc’s high point, falling into vertigo, then plucked out of the air by strong arms. No fancy weight rooms, but what natural muscles, just like hers when they clowned together comparing biceps. He hugged her to his rough tweed jacket, redolent of the cherry blend pipe tobacco Mother forbade in the house, despite her own cigarettes. “OK, honey?” Yes, I’m OK, she whispered, tears bathing her face. But I wonder if I’ll ever see you again.


  At last, moonrise brightened the scene to reveal the dimensions of the prison. Ten feet by ten, eight feet down, good drainage, no septic, no neighbours, and a damn poor view. Her leg didn’t hurt anymore, a dumb and separate thing. In fact she couldn’t feel it at all. Suppose it were paralyzed? How many houses or apartments were wheelchair accessible? She might be lucky to find out. Scuttlings of nocturnal animals wakened the night, industrious shrews, skunks, raccoons, squirrels and chippies on the move. Overhead a slender ballerina with legs outstretched crossed the moon, a great blue heron from the nearby wetland, perhaps Surprise Lake. “Why, then, oh why can’t I?” she moaned. Suddenly a roar startled her. Too late for Air Ontario, the local carrier. A military flight? The con trail puffed a luminous exclamation point against the sky between incoming clouds, dotted by the faithful evening star of Venus.


  Belle napped fitfully, nursing the happy delusion that she was in her wawa bed. Would she ever snore softly in its warm and undulating folds again? Perhaps she should keep awake in case she heard someone, or worse yet, some thing. Her bladder was aching, another humiliation, and why not a moment’s surrender for one less pain?


  So sleepy. I could have saved a fortune on liquor and cigarettes, she thought in unexpected wisdom. Exhaustion had always been the key for a hyperactive Gemini. She looked at her watch, blessing the decision to splurge on a glow model. One o’clock. Now that the rock was cooling, the shivers began. Hypothermia wasn’t a bad exit, second cousin to freezing to death. Drowning, bleeding, choking, now that was scary. Forget the dramatics. She wore a jacket and pants, and she was dry.


  Family, and friends, and dogs aside, it was maddening to leave the solution to someone else. Without Craig, the truth would never be unravelled. Steve might wonder what in hell she had been doing near blueberry fields without even a pan or plastic bag, but with the autopsy report blaming exposure, he’d never connect her death with Charles’, never search that toolshed. Tearing down the place in 2050, a new owner would probably toss the box into the trash. It was all so fragmented, so kaleidoscopic without her configurations. Could she scratch a clue, maybe a triangle with key initials, just, just, just in case she was found too late? Her fingers probed the rough granite. And her last lipstick was desiccating into a historical artifact in the bottom of a drawer. She tried her foot again, screaming at the pain, biting her lips to inure herself to the throbbing which would begin anew. Her mind was fading in and out of consciousness, begging her to relax into a torpor, husband all resources, hibernate like a snake deprived of warmth. Live naturally. Wait for the sun. Tomorrow is another day, Scarlett. Then as she passed out, a light rain began to fall.


  TWENTY-FIVE


  The damn kitten was mewling again, but Belle ignored the cries because she had figured out who the creature was. Still, the little fool persisted, fur wet and matted, calling her name, which made even less sense. It was still dark. Or maybe she had gone blind. Wouldn’t that be ironic? Freya would make a perfect guide dog. She clamped gritty eyelids until stars and comets danced wild ballets. Get back to sleep. Think pleasant thoughts.


  “Belle!”


  “Shut up. I know you. You’re me. Go away.”


  “Belle!” Crazy white beams criss-crossed her face, like a Hollywood opening at Grauman’s Chinese Theatre. A tumble of small stones dropped onto her shoulder. At the edge of the hole, a bright yellow plastic poncho flashed. “Up here.”


  “Craig?” Her voice came from another planet, the tones ragged and plaintive as her lips licked the rain greedily, soothing her throat.


  “I’m sorry. I didn’t know you’d fallen.”


  She spoke quietly, marshalling pride against the urge to sob. “I thought you had gone. Left for Toronto.”


  “Not a chance. I’ll get you out.” Bracing the flashlight to illuminate the hole, he scrambled down and reached for her arms.


  “No, wait. My leg is trapped. And my glasses are gone.” Why did she say that? It sounded so pathetic. Little old crippled myopic woman. Miss Piggy in Lord of the Blackflies.


  “Don’t worry. I’ll be careful. Tell me if it hurts too much.”


  Craig was as gentle as he was strong. It took agonizing minutes, and more than one undisciplined shriek, but slowly he eased her out of the cleft, shifting a massive chunk of rock with masculine effortlessness. Meanwhile she chewed her cheek and blinked back tears, as much from self-pity as pain. The glasses hung unscathed on a nearby branch. She stretched for them with a wince, then smeared the lenses pointlessly with a wet sleeve. Craig raised one pant leg to inspect her ankle, bulging with fluid, dark where the thin sock had frayed.


  “That looks bad,” he said. “If we prop you up here...” he perched her rump on a thick cedar root clinging to the rock wall, “I’ll be able to pull you from above.” Hunched like a helpless ornament, she watched him scale the wall in two quick movements. Then he plucked her from the pit of death, back to the world, clasping her to his chest. Belle felt his heartbeat, strong and fast, a breath quick in her ear.


  As he released her, the wind blew against the chill of her sodden clothes as a reminder that she was no animal in harmony with surroundings, not in this unforgiving climate. “First things first. I have to go to the bathroom.” He moved away discreetly, and she clambered like a wounded turtle, fumbling with her pants. Wouldn’t be the first time I peed on my shoes in the dark on a camp-out, she thought.


  “Why I waited, I don’t know. I’m already half-drowned. For God’s sake, give me one of those,” she asked a minute later, as he took out a pack of cigarettes. Sometimes there was power in a jolt of nicotine.


  By the flare of the lighter, she watched him light two at once, Paul Henreid come to life. Sucking back warm smoke, she searched his face in the muted pearl of dawn. “What made you come back?”


  “When I found out you knew about Father Jim...”


  “Father...?” Of course. James Morris. The name on the passport. “I knew him as Charles Sullivan.”


  What she said didn’t seem to register. Craig wanted to talk, and nothing was stopping him. “I was pretty confused. All I could think of was running.” He sighed and brushed rain from his eyes. “My life had been back on track for such a short time. Then it was falling apart.”


  “Where did you go?”


  “Fred picked me up like always. Just went home.” He choked back a bitter laugh. “Home, that’s a new word. How I wanted to dive into that forty-ouncer of rye. Stared at me like a lying lover. But I saw the faces of the guys at the restaurant and kids like Jedi. Your words kept pounding in my head. I knew you wanted to help.”


  “So you did hear me. And then?”


  “Must have been around midnight. When I figured I had to stick it out, I called your number. Some machine. I can’t hack those things. So I woke Fred and got the car to drive to your house.” He shook his head. “He wasn’t any too pleased until I explained. But he always comes through.”


  She touched her ankle gingerly. “And I wasn’t there.”


  “I knew something was wrong big time. This was the last place you’d been, so...”


  “You found the van.”


  “That’s when I panicked. For the last two hours, I’ve been looking for you. Guess I got turned around. Everything is the same in the dark.”


  Belle finished the cigarette, field-stripping the paper like a good citizen despite the rain and pocketing the debris. “DuMaurier. You left one of these at...” A spasm of shaking stopped her words.


  With a small nod, he pulled off his plastic poncho and wrapped her in it. “Let’s go. You need a doctor.”


  “Not the Emergency Room again!” Belle threw up her arms in submission, then groaned at the pain. “Still, heavenly after this. Hey, I’m starving. Stop for doughnuts first.”


  Opting for a three-legged race instead of a fireman’s carry, they stumbled back to the car as the landscape lightened. She started laughing so hard at one rest stop that Craig gave her a worried look, as if she were delirious.


  The old Camaro had a powerful heater. Those gas-guzzling eight cylinders pumped it out. By the time they got to Tim Hortons, their clothes were drying. Belle called the DesRosiers and found Hélène half-furious, half-crying from worry, so she briefed her and promised to stop for a late breakfast unless the tottering Canadian medical system had landed on life-support.


  The admitting nurse took Belle’s temperature and blood pressure, then logged her condition on the Alpha Centauri end of triage, number forty-five. Translation: six hours. Balancing on borrowed crutches in front of the bathroom mirror, she washed up in contortionist fashion and surveyed the damage. Scratches and scrapes, nothing fatal. Her hair was matted with dirt and the errant scrap of moss. A piece of rock tripe decorated one tooth. Joining Craig beside a mammoth doughnut box, she sat in an isolated corner across from a collection of glum folks pulled from their beds for medical oddities. The selection included a wailing baby, a trembling grandmother in babushka accompanied by a knitting daughter and miscellaneous beings with white wrappings in conventional places. No apparent gunshot wounds, though. God bless Canada. Belle passed Craig a coffee and grabbed a maple cream doughnut. “We’ve got all night, or what’s left of it. Start at the beginning. You’re going to have to tell Steve soon enough.”


  “Steve? How do you...” He looked bewildered.


  “He’s a good friend of mine. When you came to Sudbury, he told me that he’d tried to help. Somehow he suspected that something terrible had led to your isolation from the family. He was hurt that you wouldn’t confide in him. I never told him about our meeting, but I hoped somehow you’d find each other.” She ferreted out a chocolate sour cream pastry. “But time and chance took over.”


  His deep voice trembled as he took her hand in a familiarity which gladdened. “I’ve wanted to talk to someone for so many years, back to when I was a kid at one of those residential schools. In Osprey Inlet. Bet you’ve never heard of it.”


  “Yes, I have,” she said, wishing for forty words for sorrow. “And that’s too long to carry such a secret.”


  “It’s weighed me down, you can’t know how much. That bitch.” He coloured and dropped his voice even though a small television clamped to the ceiling was blaring sitcom reruns. “Sorry. Sister Euphemia, I mean. Why can’t I forget the sound of that ugly name?”


  “Her picture in an old magazine got me started, but I can’t imagine so much evil in such a small frame. Nuns should mean guitar strummers, flying do-gooders, Mother Teresa. This one was a devil in drag,” Belle said with contempt.


  Craig turned to her with a look of betrayal. “It wasn’t fair, Belle. My family lived in a little cabin. At the edges of the reserve. Life was our school. Learning our people’s ways. Some might say that we didn’t know much of the world, television, video games, but are those things better than knowing how to run a trapline or fish for your supper?”


  She shook her head, at one with the view, and he continued. “Then the government decided we should get a real education, whatever that means. I was only twelve when they made us go to that place. First time away from home, so far, too. It wasn’t too bad at St. Michael’s at first. We got the crap...the stuff we were sent there for, a bed and meals, lessons, something called vocational training. I made a letter holder out of pine.” His sigh touched her heart. “But I never wrote anyone, not even my mother. They read the letters, anyways, corrected the grammar and made sure we didn’t complain.”


  “Then she came. Made me an altar boy, gave me treats, clothes, privileges, told me I was her special friend. Soon I learned what she wanted. That silver whistle. Her signal. I threw up every time I heard it. Still,” he said, his crinkled, smoky eyes seeing a boy again with the comprehension of a man. “I think I could have been all right if she hadn’t pulled him in. He was her brother.”


  One more piece. As Belle watched him shrink at the pain, the quick sugar fix turned to ashes on her tongue. She asked a question she didn’t want answered. “Did he beat you?”


  “Didn’t have to. She used the idea of him to get what she wanted. Once Father Jim took me aside in the hall, just held my arms and stared at me hard. ‘I hear you’ve been disobedient. Sister likes you. Be a good lad,’ he said. He taught us music.” Craig blinked and looked at his fingers, one nail torn by the rocks, the thumb bloody. “I used to like music, you know, wanted to play the guitar. He was a pretty good teacher, even though I hated him.”


  “You were so alone.” Had Euphemia attacked any other children? Could she ask him that? “Where was Steve?”


  “Steve was four years older than me. Sixteen. He’d gotten into the navy before I left. They were beginning to recruit on the reserves, weren’t too fussy about birth dates for a big guy. I was so proud, and I wanted him to be proud of me. How could I tell him? How could I tell anyone?”


  Sister Veronica again. Isolate and devour, a familiar tactic. “And then?”


  “Nearly a year. I counted the days, hoping for some dumb reason that Steve would get a leave or something. Fly down out of the sky like Superman to take me home. Or that those two would just go away. She was smart and careful, but one afternoon I made sure someone saw us. A decent lady who delivered the groceries. It didn’t take long. A plane landed with government officials. Everyone started running around, giving orders. Like a bomb had hit. We were sent away to a big brick school down on the U.S. border in Fort Frances.” He finished the coffee, pulled out his cigarettes and then put them away with an apologetic look to the duty nurse. “The day we got to the city I packed a few clothes and hitched a ride west from a trucker on the TransCanada. Enough school for me.”


  “You were what, thirteen? How in God’s name did you live?”


  “You’ve never been on the road. There are good people and bad. You grow up fast. I could always get a sandwich and piece of pie from any woman home of a morning. Besides, I was a pretty strong kid, like Steve.” He swallowed and rebraced himself against the plastic chair. “Wood cutting, gardening, road work, even fire fighting. No questions asked.”


  “And Sudbury? What brought you here?”


  “One town’s as good as another for a drifter. But in B.C., an uncle put me up. He said that Steve lived here. It was a way to be close to him, even though I pushed him away with the booze.”


  While words were flowing like a wound cleansing itself, Belle tried to steer him back to her purposes. “I’m still not clear how you met Anni and...Father Jim.”


  His brow furrowed, a blue vein pulsing on his temple. “Anni. That was the name of the woman he kept talking about that night. I didn’t get it.”


  TWENTY-SIX


  Belle softened her voice to ease the tension. The worst part was coming. She would have to walk Craig through a painful process. “Anni was the dentist’s assistant in Osprey Inlet. Do you remember her?”


  He nodded, brightening for the first time in his sad odyssey. “Couple times I went, she was so nice. Like she could sense something wrong. Not the fillings, what was happening to me at the school. But there was always someone along. Usually Father Jim.”


  “So you didn’t meet her here. Did you read about her murder?”


  “I don’t read too good, Belle. It was him I saw.” He opened another coffee and his mouth tightened. “That beard didn’t fool me for a second. Not with those eyes.”


  How different were perceptions. Charles’ eyes hadn’t been his signal feature, but she remembered them as sensitive and kind. And he’d been a sucker for dogs. Wrong again. “Where was that?”


  “At the Catholic church downtown. In the basement, they give out sandwiches and blankets to street people. He was leaving Mass, passed right by me. I froze like a scared animal. The next Sunday he was back. From an alley, I watched where he parked his car. One rear door wasn’t locked. On the seat was a phone bill with his address. He’d changed his name. Didn’t surprise me.”


  “So you learned where he lived. And you went out there one night.”


  He spread out one powerful hand in a poignant gesture of uselessness. “I don’t know what I expected. It brought everything back, but I guess I needed that. I walked in from the turnaround, had a smoke by the fence to get up nerve. When he went to the sauna alone, I followed. Took a chance there was no one in the house.”


  If only there had been, she thought. A vision flashed through her mind, one she’d tried to push into oblivion. Charles’ alabaster body luminescent in the moted beams filtering through the small window. “Then what happened?”


  His voice quavered in an effort to continue. “It was a dressing room. He looked like God himself in that fancy white robe. Guess he’d found a good job, though he wasn’t a priest anymore. All I saw was a bully. ‘I’m Craig,’ I said. ‘Remember me?’ ” He stared at Belle in clear wonderment. “And he did. He was shaking all over, couldn’t catch his breath. Touching at his chest. Then he asked if this here Anni had sent me, something about an avenger. ‘Who’s she?’ I asked.”


  Belle interrupted him. “I know it’s hard, but go slowly. What exactly did he say about Anni? You have the missing pieces to the jigsaw, Craig.” For a moment she felt ashamed. Why probe so deeply? For selfish satisfaction?


  “Jigsaw?”


  “Anni was my friend. I think that Father Jim killed her, but I don’t know why. Was it blackmail?”


  “He was babbling. Sounded crazy. Something like ‘I tried to ato...ato...’ ” Craig bunched up his fists in confusion, his empty coffee cup dropping to the floor.


  “Atone?”


  “That was the word. ‘I gave her what she asked.’ he said. ‘Then she changed her mind.’ ”


  Vintage Anni. Playing judge and jury as she did with Patsy and the bear-baiters, meting out punishment without a care for her own neck. But she underestimated the desperation protecting years of quiet security. “What was she going to do? Turn him in?”


  “I’m not sure. They argued and then something happened.” He spit out the words in contempt. “Always was a coward. That’s when I lost it. Gave him one good shot for me and her both. But I’m no murderer, Belle. I left him sitting there in that damn robe. He was crying like I did every night in my bed in the dormitory.”


  She had to believe him, imagine Charles’ relief as his victim stormed out. He’d gone into the sauna, retreated from his aggressor. Then terror pushed an overburdened heart toward its last stand, the robe flung off in the sudden, sharp pain, followed by dark peace, the only real atonement. Had he admitted his sins, sought forgiveness in the final seconds? A higher court would decide. “And then you learned that he had died.”


  “I got pretty drunk. Took me a day or two to sober up and get back to work.” His voice took on an ironic tone. “Fran had started reading the obits aloud, hoping that her husband’s name would be there. He left her with HIV, and now he’s dying of AIDS.”


  Belle was somewhere else, rewinding the film. Charles and Anni in that great reckoning in a little room with burnished floors, the old woman wielding her stick like a shillelagh. No script for that scene, no stage directions. The wall clock ticked as she shook off the inertia. Nearly eight a.m. Bad psychology to keep reminding people how long they’d been waiting. “Steve’s got to be the first to hear about this,” she said. “Monday he’ll be back from a camping trip. Just don’t—”


  “Belle?” Freed from the paralyzing defenses that had shackled him, he looked as if he might weep.


  “Yes?”


  “How do you think he’ll take it? You know my brother better than I do. Will he hate me?”


  “Oh, Craig, no. Never,” she said, circling aching arms around him as number forty-five finally came up on Canada’s health care bingo.


  X-rayed and wrapped in an elastic bandage, Belle’s ankle needed no more than a week’s rest. Fortunately it had been her left foot, so she could still drive. The aspirins scrounged from the nurse were wearing off as she arrived at the DesRosiers’ about noon, her mind nuzzling blunt edges of exhaustion. Freya nearly bowled her over, but she pressed into the soft and familiar fur, accepting a few slurps for good measure. “What lips these lips have kissed.”


  “Back off, mutt,” Hélène said. “Mom’s had a heckuva night, and all you did was snore.” She helped Belle up the stairs, placed her at the kitchen table in front of a steaming cup of coffee. More brew was the last thing Belle wanted, but her sore hands cradled the warmth.


  “Cooking takes my mind off things,” Hélène confessed, standing beside a buffet to amaze Martha Stewart. Sausages, back bacon, cornmeal pancakes, blueberry muffins, fluffy eggs dotted with fresh basil, oceans of maple syrup, jams, jellies and juice.


  “Popovers!” Belle stuffed a golden globe full of red pepper jelly into her mouth. Between knives and forks and bites and sips, she told them how the past had conjoined to align three disparate people into a fatal triangle.


  “If there’s one thing I can’t stand, it’s a hypocrite,” Hélène said with a moue of disgust. “Those poor kids. You read about the brutal details at those schools, but it all seems so far away from us.”


  “Wouldn’t have figured Chuck for that stuff,” Ed said, heaping his place a third time, stifling a belch. “Manners of a bishop. Couldn’t beat a swear word out of the guy with a crowbar. Say, though, no offense about Anni.”


  Belle made a concerted effort to slow down. Dyspepsia was not in her plans, though she could raid their well-stocked medicine cabinet if necessary. “You know, in another world and time, he might have become one.”


  After a quick call to Rainbow Country to assure herself that her father was eating like a longshoreman, the rest of the afternoon she spent on the couch, gloating over the bond fund, moping over the drooping science and technology quotes, and wondering if the Nikkei had finally hit bottom. With Circadian rhythm out of sync, she might be up half the night if she grabbed an hour now.


  At scarcely an eyelash past supper time, she struggled to the kitchen in a fog, puzzled at a licking sound. Freya worrying a flea again? Where was that noxious aerosol bomb? Apparently the shepherd was making love to her empty food bowl, scouring the sides for residual flavours, petulant that dinner was late.


  “A blackmailer in my own house. And I know Hélène gave you plenty of handouts. An extra cup, and that’s it.”


  Along with a bowl of tomato soup, that old creature comfort, she nibbled a few crackers, still full as a boa from brunch. Playing for time, she hauled a bag of garbage to the road. As the top of the wooden box banged, a movement up the hill startled her. A bear, likely a lone male come on rounds, perhaps the prowler which had scrunched by the basement windows one night. He didn’t seem disturbed by her presence, resting his rump on a log and questioning her with silence like an old philosopher in a thick and lustrous ebony coat. “Not my garbage!” she yelled, waving her arms wildly. Entire bags of trash often disappeared into the woods, Visa bills, liquor bottles, invitations for a Revenue Canada check. “Get back where you belong.” His response was a yawn, or was it a laugh? Some primitive sound mixing both. With a crooked muzzle upturned, he seemed amused at her antics, but she kept her distance. Black bears defending cubs or rummaging for food stored in a tent were no Winnie the Poohs. Then the chug of a pickup echoed, and Shovelnose ambled back into the forest, stumpy tail wiggling farewell.


  A brown Ford stopped, and a smiling face greeted her from the open window.


  “Heading out for the winter, Nick?” she asked.


  “Oh, not for a month or two. Let the snow chase me away,” he replied with a grin, patting the truck in a proprietorial gesture. “Say, I owe you.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Your suggestion. That shop downtown. They took my sketches on consignment. Twenty-five percent commission, but I made enough to trade up the old bomber.”


  TWENTY-SEVEN


  Steve sat on the deck, tapping his boot, clearly miffed at her once again. “I can’t believe that you kept important evidence from me. When will you learn?”


  “Important evidence, my ear. Ancient history from halfway across the country. How could I have known it was significant? And what was the connection? Anni, Charles and Craig weren’t singing ‘Sweet Adeline’ one short of a barbershop quartet. It was a brilliant deduction on my part, and when I called, you were off playing Boy Scout.” She raced off the last words, folding her arms in defiance.


  He straightened his back with a glower, ready to score a few final points despite the defensive tone in his voice. “Well, my original idea was on the money. It wasn’t the hunters. A savvy old woman wouldn’t have opened her door to a stranger. Should have twigged that it was someone around here.” He rapped himself “upside the head” as a reminder.


  The honest self-criticism struck a rare chord. Steve was a man of great pride. “Don’t blame yourself. How could you check the backgrounds of every person on the road? And Charles had just moved in. I wouldn’t have suspected him in a million years. Did he fit your profile of a murderer?”


  “Who does, Belle? Don’t you read Max Haines’ crime columns?”


  “When I can steal a peek at my neighbour’s newspaper. Think how humiliated I feel!” Her eyes narrowed and she mimed a leisurely cast, reeling in an imaginary line. “Charles played me like a lazy, stupid bass. We strolled through Anni’s house looking at jigsaw puzzles. He wined and dined me, went joy-riding in my canoe. What gall.”


  One corner of Steve’s mouth rose. “A cool one, but maybe he liked you. It isn’t a crime.”


  “It should be, the way I attract bodies.” She shrugged. “Say, did you ever turn up anything on the Morrises? I wondered where he had gotten that money. And why he kept it under his real name.”


  “Didn’t want it traced to his new identity, I guess, just let it sit there after he disappeared from the Mission. He and his sister belonged to a wealthy Winnipeg family. Meat packing. Last of the line, though. Strange that they both chose the Church.”


  Their eyes met in unspoken agreement about the destructive pair. Then they both looked up at a familiar chorus of squawks. A black vee-shaped necklace was threading its way south, the few stragglers flapping behind while the timekeeper kept the pace. Beginning of September. The geese were off early. Did that mean a bad winter or an easy one? Then she smiled. “The only good part concerns Craig.”


  He nodded slowly, his face relaxed and almost cheerful. “The Crown Prosecutor agreed to a plea of no contest to aggravated assault. In view of the facts, it was obvious that Craig hit Morris from a provocation even a saint couldn’t resist, pardon the comparison. We got him a suspended sentence with community service at the shelter.”


  “Is he seeing a counsellor?”


  “Every week. And you know, just talking it over is helping the healing process.” He paused, let silence grow as he shifted thoughts. “Those lost years. Never saw his home or family. What a price.”


  Belle watched a squirrel head for the boathouse with a nut in its mouth, already looking ahead to winter storage. “Any plans? Can he retrain? Work with kids maybe? He’s a natural at that.”


  “Sure is. Came for dinner last week. Big celebration. Janet roasted a thirty-pound turkey to make up for all the holidays he’d missed. Now he’s Uncle Craig. Heather’s his best pal. And he’s upgrading math and English at the college. Soon as he nails his level fours, he can enter a post-secondary course. Social Services worker. It’s a two-year program.”


  She took his large hand in hers. How like Craig’s it was. “He saved my life, Steve. Something deep inside made him come back. It couldn’t have been easy. That decision was a turning point. I’m sure he’s going to be fine.”


  Later that day the phone rang. “It’s Sister Veronica. I have something of interest. It came in the mail from Margaret. If you might drop by...”


  From the island? Belle felt like squeaking like a delirious chipmunk, but she didn’t want to sacrifice dignity to the self-possessed nun. And a change of scene was due. Remove the woman from her element in an effort to crack that damnable superiority. “Let’s have dinner if you’re free tonight. The Landings at Science North. My treat.” She sketched in her discoveries for the nun, who listened with few interruptions, only something which sounded like Latin.


  Could this be the keystone, the final piece of information to explain Charles’ motivations, reveal his ultimate guilt or innocence? There she was again, trying to exonerate him in the final credits. Yet perhaps Euphemia, the Spider Woman herself, might speak at last from the grave.


  A chill rain was falling, the wind rising as she parked near the front canopy of St. Joe’s. With a welcoming hoot, Zack jumped out of a bright yellow taxi and strolled over, tipping back his Jays cap and grinning self-consciously. “Don’t laugh at an honest man. I’m getting used to this. Working evenings and nights gives me time to enjoy the lake. Say, fat guy down the road says you tried to camp without a tent.”


  That blabbermouth Ed. “A little privation’s good for anyone,” she answered with a bent smile.


  “Now that we know Aunt Anni’s killer, do you think that address book will show up at his place, sort of a nail in the coffin?” He didn’t seem aware of the unfortunate choice of words.


  “If he was smart enough to take it, Zack, to cover the trail back to Osprey Inlet, he was smart enough to destroy it.”


  At the wave of an elderly man pushing a wheelchair, he hurried over to help. Meanwhile, a tiny white Doulton figurine under a huge black umbrella knocked at the passenger door. The nun seemed embarrassed to be ferried around, casting a wary eye on the bells and whistles of the van’s cockpit as she settled into the seat. “This high living is not my usual style. We could have had a nourishing meal in the hospital cafeteria.”


  Tourist season was winding down at the futuristic complex of Science North. Cars from as far as Texas were returning to check on tumbleweeds, leaving Sudbury to the hardy locals. The waiter gave them a window table where they watched in comfort while a pounding gale lashed Lake Ramsey into froth and foam, sweeping small sailboats toward the marina. With plush carpets and few early diners, the room was quiet and subdued. Belle smiled over a crisp pinot blanc, filling glasses and consulting the menu. “No plain oatmeal or unsalted groats,” she said with a teasing smile.


  Not a flicker of reaction. “Grains are much underrated. Have you read Bert Greene? He’d approve of this brown rice cassoulet. Made with wild mushrooms, it says.”


  Belle swallowed hard against a sudden queasiness. “Wild, eh? I’ll pass on that. The salmon sounds tempting.”


  As they finished the meal, Belle waiting on tenterhooks, Sister Veronica delved into a black shoulder bag to retrieve a letter. “I shouldn’t be doing this. Margaret had no right to send it on. So impulsive. However, now that she did...” The gaze was steady, her mouth firm, or was it a deadpan smile? Hard to decipher from a poker player par excellence.


  “Don’t stand on ceremony. The case is closed. What is it?”


  The nun sighed elaborately, fingered a silver cross where an emerald winked, and stretched out the moment like Torquemada fine-tuning the rack. “When news of her brother’s death reached the island, Euphemia’s trunk was opened. It contained only clothes and a Bible, to be portioned out to the needy. We Cecilianists pride ourselves on wasting nothing. But Margaret made sure she attended the examination. And she was able to discover this envelope and retrieve it unseen. For her studies, of course.”


  With great precision she placed it on the table with a reverence awarded to the Dead Sea Scrolls or the predictions of Nostradamus. Belle’s hand trembled to touch the cream rag paper for a third time. What fine taste Charles had. Part of her missed him. A bad part, she guessed, the one which placed wit over wisdom, conversation over charity. Though the waiter was collecting the dishes, all she heard was a pulse pounding in her ears while she studied the familiar copperplate style:


  
    Euphemia:


    I write only because I hear you are dying. Since that nightmare so many years ago, I have had no sister. As my elder and my mentor, you inspired me to follow you into the Church. Only too late did I learn of your devices and desires. I should have read the face of that innocent boy and listened to my heart instead of your false homilies. Though I have tried to start a new and decent life, my soul is a dead thing, and I remain to my continuing shame a craven man with neither the power nor the right to ask forgiveness for either of us.


    James

  


  Sister Veronica took a final sip of wine, cocking her head to notice with apparent disappointment that the bottle was empty. “Do you need to show it to the authorities?”


  “What would be the point now?” Belle looked across the table, met those doleful eyes in a final challenge. “Did you read it?”


  There was no immediate answer, only a pursing of lips as Sister folded her serviette with the patience and exactness afforded an altar cloth. “We are none of us without sin.”


  Belle smiled crookedly despite the seriousness of the moment. “What does it reveal, though, that only one child was involved? That Charles was essentially innocent? I’d like to believe that.”


  The compassion was gone, the voice low and uncompromising. “There is a higher power overriding earthly duties. Be that as it may, he felt guilty, and so the letter implies.”


  “Exactly. And it explains his panic when Anni changed her mind.” She lowered her eyes. “But it could have been manslaughter, technically.” Would she ever concede that the blow had meant murder?


  “God did not write the Criminal Code. You ignore the moral tenor this sad man took to his grave. ‘Neither the power nor the right,’ his letter said. A shameful hubris. The greatest sin.”


  “The greatest sin?” What was the hierarchy? Belle shuffled quickly through the Ten Commandments and the Seven Deadlies. Gluttony and envy were going to send most of North America to hell. The waiter arrived with two snifters of Remy Martin.


  Sister warmed the cognac briefly over the candle at the table, then swirled it and inhaled. Raising one grizzled eyebrow, she sipped three times before answering. “The greatest sin is believing that your sin is unforgivable. He had not learned. He had not learned at all.”


  EPILOGUE


  A crisp frost had zapped summer into submission with the efficiency of a stun gun. Preparing the property for winter, Belle inspected the branches of her showpiece maple with guarded optimism. Decimated by the ’pillars, it had fought back by sprouting tiny auxiliary leaves to gather strength against the brutal winter. Nearby, the lush kiwi vine drooped. She brandished the pruning shears with vigour. “You’re supposed to be self-pollinating. Not one fruit in two years. All show and no go.” Then she grabbed a bag of tulip bulbs and headed for the triangular flower bed along the road, pleased that the late dahlias and monkshood were flanked by a pathologically glorious blood-red sumach.


  Now that the vegetable garden had been put to sleep, forked up and dredged with manure and lime, it was time for the great zucchini burial, ten-pound jumbos too big to stuff into the composter and too full of organic gold to discard. She had assembled their plump bodies like pods from The Invasion of the Body Snatchers. “You’re next!” Kevin McCarthy had screamed, running wildly through traffic in an ending so alarming to audiences that a reassuring postscript had been tacked on. Perhaps she should secrete them into basements of problem clients and watch their faces assume that subtle neutral expression as aliens freed them from the burden of emotions. “The house between the railroad tracks and the swamp? With the smelly basement and leaky roof? Perfect, Miss Palmer. I’ll take it.” She dug trenches, tossed in the squash, then chopped them with a shovel to encourage decomposition. What were the proper words? Ave atque vegetables? Memento melons?


  With Freya at her side, she started down the road. At the turnaround, she glanced at Charles’ property. He would always be Charles to her. Last week it had sold quickly to a family with two kids whose bicycle tracks ringed the dust. She liked to see young faces with their enthusiasm and boundless energy. Already a new plaque sported colourful representations of Mickey and Minnie Mouse: The Blairs, Ken, Judy, Timmy and Jean. In a pile for the trash collection, scratched and gouged, was the Paradise Regained sign. What a corruption of Milton’s theology. Paradise Lost was more apt. Better to reign in hell or Ottawa than to serve in heaven. A cardboard box sat nearby, full of ashes, as if they had cleaned out the sauna stove. City folk again. Ashes belonged in the garden. Then a glint caught her eye, and she fingered the debris. A tarnished metal heart-shaped clasp, its tiny keyhole distorted by the heat, unlocked the final chapter. With a tight throat, she closed her hand upon it and turned back down the road.


  Like a director in waiting, the brilliant fall had crowned goldenrod and asters lords of the fields. Bliss Carmen might have dwindled to a footnote in Canadian literature, that vagabond poet of the 1890’s, but his lyrical soul had seen “the frosty asters like a smoke upon the hills.” Distracted by inspiration, she nearly plunged into a heap of bear scat in the middle of the road. Bears don’t shit only in the woods. Like many whimsical animals, they enjoy decorating the middle of the path. Shovelnose would be heading for a cozy den. How far back would he go? Would she discover the lair on a snowshoe trek some bright January afternoon? Bears often emerged from their sleep for a mid-winter walkabout.


  She followed the dog back to the DesRosiers’ place. Hélène was picking the last parsley, and in the garage, Ed had their snowmobile hoods up amid sounds of tinkering and mild cursing. Belle clapped her hands. “Roll out that party barge before the lake freezes. There’s one last lake trout with our names on it.”


  CHOCOLATE ZUCCHINI CAKE


  


  Mix the following dry ingredients:


  2 cups flour


  ¾ cup cocoa


  2½ teaspoons baking powder


  2 teaspoons baking soda


  ½ teaspoon salt


  1 teaspoon cinnamon


  


  Beat together:


  1½ cups vegetable oil


  2 cups sugar


  4 eggs


  


  Add:


  1 teaspoon vanilla


  2 teaspoons grated lemon rind


  3 cups grated zucchini


  1 cup chopped pecans (optional)


  


  Combine dry mixture with wet mixture and beat well.


  


  Bake in greased pans at 350°F for one hour. Makes three small loaves or two large ones.


  
    
      
    
  


  Bush Poodles are Murder


  Prologue


  Darkness. The pungent herbal smell of leaf mould in a den with an earthen floor. A certain slant of grey light peeked through a crack in the snow cover, soon fading shut as a howling wind drifted white lattice across it. Then black. A cold, dry womb. She shivered, twitched as a web of roots over her head pulled at her soft felt hat.


  Hunger. No lunch or dinner for the first time in recorded memory. But food was banished to an idle corner. Beyond panic, thoughts keened by the cold, she tried to recall the last weather report. -15°C, barometer falling, accounting for the snow. But after the predicted foot dump, skies would clear by morning, ushering in an Arctic front, a mid-February deepfreeze, minus thirty degrees Celsius all day. And Monday? She’d hardly been listening. Hadn’t the forecaster said “single digits,” a balmy minus nine or better?


  In her more fashion-conscious youth, she’d cross-country skied in that temperature wearing only a shapely nylon racing suit, pumping her arms to work up a sweat, cooling her brow with snow when she stopped at the top of a hill to catch her breath. But she hadn’t been running for her life. The glow-watch read 7:00 p.m. Thirty-six hours. She could leave before dawn. Were those five miles another lie? And what about the system? She cursed her laziness for not trying it out. Five or six hours, the brochure had said, depending on temperature and exercise levels. Her toes flexed in the clumsy felt-pack boots. Moosehide mitts kept her hands from freezing. Wrapped in a featherlight silvery space blanket, the extremities were protected, but her down parka was blowing in the wind, Dylan.


  Something round and hard poked her back as she rolled onto her side. A rock or...? From close by came the soft burble of contentment.


  One


  The hunchback of Notre Dame with a Rastafarian haircut. “Cute,” Belle Palmer observed as a six-pound bundle of coppery fur with a woolly chest squirrelled past, leaped to pose standing on thin, shaved legs on a rocky outcrop, and then sprang off to clamp onto Freya’s nodding German shepherd tail until long hairs dangled from its tiny jaws. An insult to the dog kingdom, she thought, a seven hundred dollar rodent.


  “Strudel’s her name. She’s good enough to eat,” Miriam MacDonald said, at fifty-five Belle’s elder by a slight decade.


  “Let’s hope Freya isn’t hungry,” Belle said with a grin. She’d suggested that their recent Christmas pounds might be pared by a long snowshoe. Gentle on the knees and hips, like walking on pillows, this exercise the aging boomers had adopted quickly. Their high-tech aluminum and neoprene models with the price tag of her old college VW glided over the narrow trail. Half an hour later, they were approaching a swamp she’d named after the conservationist Gene Stratton-Porter’s 1909 novel Girl of the Limberlost. A fan of classic films as well, Belle had enjoyed the film version, but mourned the former Indiana wilderness lost to resource exploration and agriculture.


  “I never imagined you as a dog owner. But now that Rosanne’s living in North Bay...” Miriam’s daughter was getting her teaching certificate, a career choice Belle didn’t envy, given her own checkered experiences before a chalkboard.


  “A thoughtful Christmas gift from dear Mel. The sweetie sensed that I was lonely and drove all the way to Kingston to buy her. Apricot mini-poodle pups are hard to find, especially off-season.” A perturbed look passed over her face. “One problem, though.” She called the dog, turned its face to Belle and spread its lips.


  Belle squinted at the minute display, toy teeth next to Freya’s noble fangs. “Hmmmm. An underbite. Still, you aren’t going to breed or show her, are you?”


  “No, but this mess has to be corrected, Shana says. She’s pulling the front ones tomorrow, a small fortune, and the anaesthetic is risky. The adult set will probably be normal once there’s room. It wasn’t Mel’s fault. The breeder said that the parents are champions. Makes you wonder.”


  “When am I going to meet this answer to a maiden’s prayers?” She’d been listening to Miriam describe Mel’s virtues for over two months.


  Rounding a turn, brushing against soft white pines, Belle eased down the bank sideways by forcing the metal grips into the snow and pulling on a willow bush for balance. The poodle was running circles around Freya, who pleaded soundlessly at her owner for moral support, soft brown eyes communicating that she hadn’t bargained for motherhood at the ripe age of eight, Mr. Red Chile Pepper toys aside.


  Miriam dropped to her ample posterior, sliding the last two feet with a laugh. “Thank God, it’s not like skiing. I’d be lining up for a hip replacement. Six months’ wait under our pathetic health care system.” She blew her nose on a tissue, then clicked her snowshoes together like Dorothy in Oz, Redfeather models replacing ruby slippers, speedy but not built for the bullwork of trail-breaking like Belle’s Atlas tanks. “May I borrow these? Rosanne used the trails near Shield University’s Conservation Area. They sound a bit tamer than this.”


  “Keep them until the lilacs bloom on Victoria Day. They’re better suited to townie paths anyway.” Discreetly she assessed her friend, glad that the crisp air, a mild minus ten Celsius, was putting bloom back into her cheeks. Miriam’s scare with a breast exam had worried her for several weeks before the biopsy had come back negative. “I’ve never known a Melibee. How could his parents do that to a child? Chaucer’s most tedious storyteller, as I recall—with considerable rue—from trying to introduce English lit to teenagers hooked on Goosebumps. They might have related to the “Wife of Bath’s Tale” with the bum kissing, but our version was expurgated.”


  Miriam gave her a sharp look and perched on a large cedar stump. A light wind was rising across the expanses of the icy Limberlost, a frosty postcard of grey, leaning cedar spars, a few topped with five-feet-wide great blue heron nests. Leathery Labrador tea scrub rustled beside cattails leaking stuffing like exploding cigars. The dogs snuffled along a marten path and clambered to the white dome of a beaver house. “Takes a strong man to carry it off. The Elphinstones were titled back in Scotland. Lairds, or some such. The Isle of Bute. Some legendary Marjorie buried alive.”


  Belle shuddered at the idea. “What happened to her?”


  With a wave of her hand, Miriam said, “Robbers dug her up to take her jewels, she scared them away and went home to outlive her husband by six years.”


  “What a woman. And the family property?”


  “Gone now, even the baronial castle sold to rich Americans.”


  “Isn’t everything? But God bless our patriotic cousins. They always let us bring our wagon when a war starts.” Joking aside, Belle persisted in her questions. If this affair were serious, apparently the only one since Miriam had divorced a decade ago, would she lose her cohort at Palmer Realty? Who else would work for little more than shelled peanuts, even with rare bonuses? Belle’s business tiptoed on the financial edges that ruled Sudbury’s boom-and-bust Northern Ontario economy, and even diversification and the civil service infusion of the Taxation Data Centre hadn’t slowed the bleed. Ten thousand people were “missing” since the last census, a job plague that had the mayor under constant harassment.


  “So how did this paragon escape the clutches of matrimony?” she asked, her mouth running on like a bad pup’s.


  “He’s a widower. Poor woman passed on from lymphoma years ago. He’s poured himself into his work as a grief response. It took a long time before he was willing to commit to someone, risk getting hurt again.”


  “Sounds like the perfect reason for dinner. On me.” She had to scope out this man, discover his intentions. Calling him “sweetie” and “dear,” Miriam sounded like a schoolgirl. Or was Belle jealous of sharing her friend?


  “On you, Madame Scrooge? Are my ears frostbitten?” Miriam pinched them, then gave an impish look.


  Though cooling off as they stood, Belle felt her face flush. “I’m not cheap, just prudent.” She pondered the choices. Nickel City College’s Versailles Room, run by the Hospitality Program, had theme nights. At a government business, liquor sold at cost. Surely there would be one decent wine.


  Unused to rigorous exercise, checking her watch pointedly, Miriam begged for rescue, so Belle chose a secret loop back to the path, breaking carefully for her friend. They stopped to admire a squared pattern in the snow, trodden stitches that resembled a crazy quilt. Suddenly Freya dashed into the woods. A fat grouse fluttered up, heading for the tall pines. Typical of companionable species, another followed. Picking up a shining tailfeather, variegated stripes of black, brown and burgundy, Belle tucked it carefully into her inside pocket. “They nest under the spruces and cedars, nibble the tender cones. Often snow covers them, except for a breathing hole. Not very smart birdies to advertise a delicious lunch for a roaming fox.”


  Back at the trailhead, Belle shoved the fidgety poodle under her arm for safety as a pickup truck hauling a trailer with two snowmobiles buzzed by soundlessly on hard-packed Edgewater Road. Three feet of snow had fallen in December, yet on weekends, the municipality rarely sent the plow, reasoning that schools were closed and most people didn’t have to get to work. The Sudbury Star pegged the cost for a single scrape at sixty-five thousand dollars. This budget-balancing mentality irked Belle, who often showed houses on those days. Why pay high taxes with no sewer, water or sidewalks? To subsidize pampered townsfolk?


  Ed DesRosiers, Belle’s retired neighbour, was backing his ancient plow truck out of her long driveway as they took off their snowshoes. “Smooth as a baby’s butt for you ladies,” he said, nub of a cigar in his broad mouth, his diesel exhaust puffing clouds of potent fumes as he headed home.


  “I’ll leave Strudel in the car. She’s only ten weeks old. If she whizzed in your living room, I’d be appalled,” Miriam said, opening her battered Neon and wrapping the dog snugly in several comforters.


  Inside the storey-and-a-half cedar house, the women peeled off layers of clothing and wiped their fogging glasses. Belle propped the icy snowshoes by the woodstove, then, from a full wheelbarrow beside the tile platform, added a huge maple chunk, sending up sparks. Miriam planted herself on the blue leather sofa, wiping sweat from her face. “I don’t know how you live out here, though the view is spectacular.” She swept her hand toward the rows of six-foot windows framing the vastness of Lake Wapiti, a meteor crater deep as hell itself. Gelid waves undulated toward the shore, doubling the protective rock wall with layers of ice, but relentless when the wind blew from the northwest and besieged the dock, constructed in the year of Belle’s birth and long overdue for destruction.


  Belle whistled to herself in the compact kitchen as she prepared coffee, adding a vanilla bean for flavour. Then she brought their mugs, Miriam’s triple creamed and sugared. Her friend’s bulldog exterior hid a vulnerable core. What a great prison guard she would have made, except that she’d have cried herself to sleep every night. How odd it seemed to imagine her in a hot romance.


  “What exactly does Melibee do, or is he a man of leisure?” she asked, tongue in cheek.


  Miriam bridled at the insinuation, arching a fuzzy eyebrow, which matched her short, grey, Brillo-pad hair. “He owns a penthouse at San Rudolpho, Balmoral Drive, which as you well know is our most prestigious address.” A cool million way down south in Toronto, but in the newly amalgamated mouthful called the City of Greater (in winter, dubbed Crater) Sudbury, still a solid three hundred thousand.


  “Didn’t you mention once that he was my age? Does that make you a cradle robber?” She toyed with her friend, their banter balm to a healthy relationship.


  Miriam stuck out her lower lip and nodded in a worldly way. Belle hadn’t forgotten that her background included a soupçon of spicy book cooking for shady small businesses before she had joined Palmer Realty as accountant cum everything. “Investments, Belle. With international instability and our third-world, resource-based economy, the only way to ensure a comfortable future.” She flashed a wry look. “Especially with your slave wages and the meagre Canada Pension, which by the time I collect will pay in Canadian Tire money.”


  Mild alarm bells went off as Belle put down her coffee on the glass-topped table. “What kind of investments?”


  “Oh, not like yours in the conservative old bank, though I do understand that you have to be cautious with your father’s money. Even before September 11th, most mutual funds had been hanging at four percent, hardly more than GICs. Mel is tuned to global finance, a man who knows the edges, the big picture as well as the small details.”


  Belle shifted her stocking feet, resisting a poke at the jargon. “You’re not into anything risky, are you? Like emerging nations, Afghani railroads?”


  “Hardly. High-yield bonds. Small caps. Value funds. But he has a free hand. Timing is critical. Most fortunes are made during one percent of the trading opportunities. And don’t give me that skeptical glare. Dividends speak louder than theories.” She wiggled her index finger in a teacherly fashion.


  “How much profit are we talking about?” Belle lapsed into rude mode. Mincing words was no polite option when her friend’s savings were involved.


  Miriam beamed like a student displaying an A plus. “On my forty-eight thousand a month, one thousand since last month. Cash in hand. Twenty-five percent a year if it keeps up.”


  “ ‘If’ indeed. Belle’s nostrils flared with suspicion. Biting her tongue, she rose to close the red-hot keys on the front of the stove, ignoring to her peril the nearby work gloves. “Ouch.” She licked her blistered fingers. “Too-good-to-be-true time. You could be in for trouble.”


  “Don’t be jealous. Join me in early retirement. We’ll toast our toes in the sands of Curaçao. Here’s a card.” From her purse she pulled an engraved rectangle with his name and the title Investment Broker.


  Belle fingered the cream vellum. “No business address?”


  “He has a small place in the Lome Street area, more for record storage. But he prefers visiting people’s homes where they can be comfortable. Many of his older clients can’t travel easily in the winter.”


  With feathery clumps of snow beginning to fall, Miriam climbed quickly into her battered Neon, the poodle pawing mindlessly at the rear window. From the huge, L-shaped deck, Belle waved goodbye. “Be sure to stay to the right, but watch out. The plow covers ditches like silk.”


  Miriam turned on the wipers and waited for the windshield to clear. “I wouldn’t live here at the back of beyond for all the perogies in the Donovan. Give me my no frills, easy-care apartment near the mall.” A dust cloud of snow and the spinning of balding tires forestalled her quick exit. Belle cringed to see her muffler bobbling on the icy heaves.


  “Back up, switch into second for traction and curb that heavy foot,” Belle called, smiling to herself at the city slicker, but feeling guilty that her friend couldn’t afford new snow tires. December had been slow as usual, but with a bit of luck...


  Inside the house, she undressed to customary T-shirt and panties now that the temperature had risen to bake. Only in late spring or early fall would she juice the propane furnace, which invited the bulbous gas truck to deliver a bill the size of Alberta. Twenty cords of dry, split maple and starter cords of pine sat under a tarp beside the house. Shovelling snow off the pile was small payment for the bone-warming heat.


  Six o’clock. Too late and too lazy to cook. She opened the hall closet and sighed at the Millennium stockpile, barely dented from that non-event. From a large carton, she plucked a Kraft dinner well past the best-before date, then added a no-name can of green beans. Freya got five cups of Purina Seniors kibble sprinkled with Metamucil.


  Parking in the TV room on a pasha chair with giant ottoman, she turned the satellite dish on the dock to Turner Classic Movies and munched thoughtfully at Clark Gable playing the ad game in The Hucksters. How that moustache twitched like an innocent mouse’s, or was it a tomcat’s? Did Melibee have a moustache? The name befitted an interior decorator. She watched patrician Deborah Kerr fall pray to Gable’s charms. Miriam was the sister she’d never had. If the man were providing some needed harmless attention, well and good. If not...She tapped the tines of her fork on her front teeth as Deborah succumbed to the King’s irresistible kiss.


  Two


  A shy pink sky emerged in the east amid rising clouds of steam as the massive lake continued to cool, the last in the region to freeze. Belle flashed her remote start through the window at the all-wheel drive GMC van. Lights flashed, and the exhaust chugged into action. Past 250,000 klicks for the old girl this year. Mark at Robinson Automotive had suggested initiating a search for a new engine, should the “time come,” an alarming expression. Belle was frugal, not crazy, knowing that it might be safer to bite the financial bullet and make a trade. Missing appointments due to vehicle problems was a fool’s bargain. Still, thoughts of dollar-sucking regular payments in her seasonal business made her wince.


  Fifteen minutes later, the van barely warmed, she plunked onto the hard seat, selected a tape of Joan Baez’s martial roars in “The Night They Drove Old Dixie Down,” and with a glance over the snowdrifts, eased cautiously onto the six-mile cottage road that confounded a newcomer and could lull an old timer into forgetting that a head-on lurked around every wicked hill and curve.


  Soon she was past the airport, sighting the pumpkin streak of dawn which backlit the giant Superstack, icon of Sudbury’s largest employer, INCO, the International Nickel Company. Erected in 1972 at a cost of thirteen million dollars, this largest chimney in the world was designed to stem the problem of acid rain. Even prior to that ecological shame, turn-of-the-century open pit sulphur burning had already turned the core into a moonscape where astronauts came to train. On paper at least, the stack scrubbed the air cleaner than Toronto’s and piped residents home from twenty miles in all directions. If so, why were local firms always fishing for damaged paint claims? Who was zooming who?


  Belle ducked in reflex as a prop job buzzed out of the small airport. Former giant Air Canada had long ago replaced its large planes with sewing machine models and trimmed its routes, squealing like a porker for government handouts. Upstart WestJet had come in to take up the slack. Still, it was encouraging to see flights again after that stark September when skies had grown ominously quiet, except for military jets. Northern Ontario hadn’t been isolated from those chilling months. The Powassan Post Office had closed for a false anthrax scare, and high schools had emptied on successive days with prankish bomb threats. Contrary to rumour, the doughnut shops hadn’t pulled fruit explosion muffins from the shelves.


  She drove through the suburb of Garson, where her father lived in Rainbow Country, a small nursing home with a heart as big as the city’s nine-metre nickel of George VI which had welcomed visitors since 1949. Ten minutes later, she arrived downtown to a quiet street of mighty cottonwoods. Gaunt branches empty of leaves, they stretched seventy feet into the pure azure sky as if propping up the heavens. Belle appreciated the leafy cover, but despaired of the messy fluff which coated the sidewalks to mark their June rebirth.


  She parked in the compact lot behind the restored mock-Victorian home that had been Palmer Realty since her Uncle Harold had spread his wings in the post-war boom. Opening the storm door, she pushed through to the foyer, shuffled Godzilla’s down parka into the closet, removed her boots, and snicked into a pair of shearling moccasins. In winter, dressing and undressing was a job in itself.


  “All quiet on the northern front?” she called to Miriam, ensconced at her desk and operating a foot roller with orgasmic passion. Her bunions were a legendary gift from her Ukrainian baba.


  Miriam shoved her pencil into the electric sharpener and honed it to a murderous point. “So slow that you’ll probably have to lay me off. Not that you pay a living wage anyway. Hostie.” She gave a growl, but Belle knew that complaints at work were a chosen addiction.


  “Let me beat you to the Frenglish curses. Tabernouche. And Mr. Grieves in Chelmsford? Wasn’t he moving into town to the Seniors’ Complex? That last offer was within a few hundred of his price.”


  Miriam drew a dollar sign, scratched it out and wrote a cent. “He agreed, but the commission on that crackerbox microhouse isn’t enough to finance a kiddie meal at Burger King.”


  Belle took a seat at her desk in the large room and sorted papers. Slack time. She’d have to resort to the bête noire of cold calling, despite the pun. Since her specialty was lakefront, spring was when everyone wanted to buy. She felt ghoulish trolling for eighty-year-olds who realized that they couldn’t handle heavy physical demands without hiring men for dock rebuilding or tree cutting. Their children had fled the North for greener employment pastures and had no soft heart for the family vacation spot. Yet waterfront property could bring high prices, even with a ramshackle cottage, since “they aren’t making any more of it,” Uncle Harold’s motto. As the town spread, and many of the two hundred lakes in the region had become commuter or retiree territory, permanent houses replaced cabins and camps left from the Forties.


  Her Rolodex spun. Mirko and his wife were in their late seventies. He wheezed with emphysema, an oxygen tank on wheels trailing his halting steps. It wouldn’t be the first time Belle had played unofficial social worker for an elderly couple as they struggled to cope with the ravages of age in a climate which took no prisoners. The Scandinavians, Italians, German, Greeks and Ukrainians who had peopled the Sudbury basin for over one hundred years were hardy but not immortal. Many miners, glad for a steady dollar in an industry sheltered from the Depression, had damaged their lungs before stricter regulations arrived. Others celebrated “Sudbury Saturday Night,” a classic country song, by lugging twenty-fours from the Beer Store, emptying ashtrays, ripping fifty-cent lottery tickets or dabbing bingo cards. To the horror of the Chamber of Commerce, Maclean’s magazine had dubbed the region Heart Attack, Stroke and Cancer Capital of Canada.


  The line was busy. Hanging up half-relieved, Belle stuffed on her Norwegian felt Smurf hat and prepared to brave the chill. “I’m off to Tim’s. The usual chicken salad on rye?”


  Miriam passed her a five-dollar bill. “It’s bloody cold. Bring me that chile in a bread bowl. And don’t fall crossing Paris Street. Except for collecting ten-cent beer bottles back of my apartment, you’re my sole source of income.”


  The streets were plowed, but the sidewalks had snow-packed ruts. She eased down the block, wondering if one of those spiky canes wasn’t an idea whose time was coming for her. After punching the “cross” button, she reached the other side before a double slurry truck spewed a cocktail of salt and slush over a determined young man pushing a bicycle.


  Tim Hortons, ignoring the apostrophe to save a buck on signs, welcomed her in typical Canadian style. Nineteen hundred franchises and now challenging Krispy Kreme with one hundred and twenty stores in the U.S. A hockey icon, Tim had founded the chain in 1964 and skated to minor sainthood ten years later driving his Pantera. Noticing the orderly progress of the indistinct lines, Canucks careful not to blunder in, assuring by nods and waves that they really were “next,” she gave her order, adding two Hawaiian doughnuts with cheerful tropical sprinkles. A familiar voice made her turn.


  “Don’t rich realtors spend winter in Cancun?” Her good friend Steve Davis, a detective with the Sudbury Police, flashed dark brown eyes at her as he stretched his six-six frame across two seats in a booth. His raven hair had a new touch of grey at the temples.


  “Only if I score on the roll-up-the-rim-and-win cup. And look around you, lawman. Talk about stereotypes.” She pretended to assess his beltline, a telltale inch of poundage added to the muscle. “Are those chocolate chip ones low-fat?”


  He answered by finishing his muffin in one bite. She moved back to the counter to pay, then parked at his table for a moment, leaning on his comfy blue parka. “I thought crime rates dropped during the winter. Have you been reduced to trolling for litterers?”


  He laughed, accustomed to their usual banter, sometimes prickly but reflecting mutual concern. “Break and enters, sure. Tracks in the snow are better than fingerprints. Snowmobile thefts jump, especially the high end jobbies, not your bitty Bravo. And palladium’s been disappearing from INCO again. That stuff’s worth a grand an ounce.”


  “Any leads?”


  He shrugged in a “who knows” gesture. “I have sources, but nothing definite. An inside job, though.”


  “I heard on the radio that drugs account for eighty percent of the crimes.”


  He blew out a contemptuous breath. “Number-crunching junk science. Gangs are adding a new element to the mix, though. We’re way behind the big cities, but catching up fast.”


  “Enough about business. How’s the family?”


  A cloud passed over his face, and he glowered into his coffee. Belle guessed that his rocky marriage had hit another snag. “Heather?”


  His daughter, half-Cree, adopted from an abusive family in Sault Ste. Marie, had battled the odds and topped her class in junior kindergarten. Belle was charmed by the little girl and had worked wonders with her shyness by bringing Freya to babysit a few times.


  “It’s Janet. Thanks to her friends’ high opinions, she has our daughter in this private school. Travingale Academy on Bancroft Drive.”


  “Ouch. That must cost.”


  “Overtime’s no biggie with me, but I’m wondering if this lifestyle might be out of my league.”


  Belle gazed out the window to the drifts blasting down the avenue. In her hands the lunch package was cooling. “What do you mean?”


  “Tuition was set in September, but there are optional extras. Dance lessons, field trips. Then before Christmas they asked for another five hundred bucks from each family. Rising costs of heating, repairs to their activity van, you name it.”


  “It’s tough to run a private school in a core area of fewer than 100,000 people.” Belle rose to leave, hoisting her package. “I have to get this chili to Miriam before it resembles its name.”


  They prepared to close at an early two thirty that quiet afternoon, taking the Northerner’s winter privilege. “Reservations at seven. Meet you and your beloved at the college,” Belle said.


  Miriam stabbed at a star on her calendar, chuckling wickedly and patting her round stomach, twenty winter pounds that always saw August. “Dinner on the boss, a red letter day.” She picked up a post-it note. “That Brian Dumontelle called again to see if anything new had come up. You could be wasting your time. I don’t see him as a serious buyer.”


  Belle looked at her quizzically. “What do you mean? He’s with the police. Makes a good salary.”


  “How often have you taken him out looking? Seven? Eight? Nothing ever was exactly right.”


  “Worse than a picky woman.” She furrowed her brow in memory. “And always trying to take me to lunch.”


  Bundling up, like two bumper cars, they elbowed each other in joking fashion as they fought to get out the door. Half an hour later, Belle followed the salt truck up the airport hill, staying a cautious distance behind the whirling apparatus at the back. The old van was tacky enough without inviting a paint job. A shiny Audi pulled out to pass and hugged the left side of the road to avoid the Gerald McBoingBoing frost heaves that tossed the van like a hiccoughing mule.


  As she got out at home, she retrieved her travel cup from the dash and flung a coffee puck onto the snow. Freya greeted her with licks and was rewarded by a walk to the end of the road at the schoolbus turnaround, then up what Belle called the Bay Trail. She liked naming places, queen of all she surveyed. When interlopers despoiled it by baiting bear, poaching moose or tearing up her foot trails with quads or snowmobiles, her hackles rose.


  Slowly she picked her way up the steep hill, retamping a path with her snowshoes to ease the way for the animal. She passed Skunk Brook, blanketed with snow and bubbling secrets under its white mantle. Then past Froob Rock, where the dog liked to jump, crisp mahogany leaves hanging like forgotten socks from the oak saplings. Covered in summer with papery lichens, now it was a scarcely-defined form. At the end of the trail, they emerged onto a narrow bay, the wind whistling down the channel. Unlike the choppy lake, this thin, shallow arm was already frozen. Mid-January would stop Wapiti’s waves, provided that the temperatures dipped to minus twenty-five for a few days combined with a dead calm.


  With memories of picking blueberries several feet below the snow, they sat companionably, sheltered behind a juniper spray. Atop the ridge, hardy red pines shot into the air, growing tenaciously from the thin, acidy Boreal soil, peat on rock.


  “Think Melibee likes shepherds? Any dog lover...” Freya shook her head to dislodge flakes which had dropped from a branch into her velvety, erect ear. “Scratch that theory.” Belle’s barometer on human decency had suffered a few glitches. Maybe cats had more discrimination about character.


  Back home, she tossed her closet for black corduroy pants and a thick emerald sweater, adding a silver chain as a token bauble. “A fashion queen I’ll never be,” she mumbled to the attentive dog, no doubt praying that her mistress would stay home for a game of bed hockey. “Too cold here and too expensive to follow the trends. Wait ten years and everything’s back. Why did I throw out those bell bottoms?”


  As she left, Belle turned on the motion-sensor lights. Squinting through her pock-marked windshield, she made her way down the winding, snow-rutted road. With the warning reflections of headlights, it was safer at night, except when eleven feet of snow made a luge track, twisting and turning, impossible for two vehicles to pass.


  Thirty minutes later, at Nickel City College, she parked in the lot. The Versailles Room lay at the end of several circuitous halls, past darkened classrooms where Belle had taught an occasional real estate course. The spacious restaurant boasted a curving seventy-foot-long glass wall overlooking a courtyard with interlocking, snow-filled fountains. After mentioning her reservation, Belle let herself be shown to a window table with a linen cloth and fresh carnation. The nervous young lady wore black pants, a burgundy cummerbund and white shirt.


  Mindful of the drive home, Belle ordered a Blue Light and sat back to explore the menu, her tastebuds gearing up. Hungarian night. Sauerkraut soup to start, a julienned carrot salad, then goulash with dumplings, and cherry torte for dessert—$22.95 shrunken Canadian dollars. More than reasonable. The ingredients would be fresh and the students in top form, their grades depending on pleasing the customers.


  Still thirsty from her hike, she finished the beer quickly, then glanced at her watch. She’d been early, but now it was nearly seven-fifteen. Had Miriam and Melibee been involved in a fender-bender on those slippery streets? She hailed the waitress for a refill and forced herself to think about business instead of wasting time. A couple from Ottawa wanted a place in Boreal Heights, a premier development. Hadn’t she seen something in the cross-listings? Never carrying a purse, she took a pad from her coat and scribbled a note.


  Eight o’clock. Belle was tapping her foot, rearranging the salt and pepper. When did the restaurant close? Other diners were finishing their coffee and dessert, calling for the bill. With a sudden urge, realizing that she needed a bathroom, she avoided the questioning eyes of the waitress.


  Minutes later, she emerged from the washroom momentarily relieved, only to see her server gesturing. “Belle Palmer? There’s an urgent phone call for you.”


  In the shiny chrome and walnut-veneer bar area, a phone sat near the mint dish. When she answered, a shaky voice spoke in halting tones. “I’m at Mel’s. He’s gone, and I don’t know what to do.” Scarcely could Belle respond than the phone went dead. An outage, or had Miriam hung up?


  After leaving twelve dollars on the table, she returned to the van, seething while she attacked the frosted windshield, breaking the cheap plastic scraper with her fury. Gusts whipped tiny tornados around the parking lot. What was wrong with Miriam? If the man had stood her up, why panic? Couldn’t she have come to enjoy the meal in spite of his rudeness? Perhaps he wasn’t the paragon he’d been painted. Belle felt her stomach rumble and buckled her seatbelt over the bloat of two beers without food.


  Leaving New Sudbury and heading across town, she proceeded to Balmoral Drive on Lake Ramsey, where Melibee’s condo crowned a huge, pseudo-modern Italianate horror very near the spot where a tiny cabin had sheltered Franklin W. Dixon, aka Leslie McFarlane, creator of the Hardy Boys series. Had the town fathers thought about erecting a plaque for tourists? If she ever needed a second job, she had a few promotional ideas. She trudged through ankle-high drifts and skidded along the path to the lobby. With a chilled finger, she ran over the addresses, noting the penthouse. Then she rang the bell, turned as the bevelled glass door snicked open and headed for the elevator.


  With her realtor’s eye and a thinly disguised sneer, she paused to assess the decor. Bauhaus whorehouse, black marbleized floors, red padded leather walls and baroque chandeliers in the lobby. Muzak warbled from the plush speakers in the elevator, but she couldn’t decipher it. 999 strings?


  After a dizzying fifteen-storey lift, the doors opened to reveal an anteroom with dark Jacobean wainscotting, clay jugs with pampas grass from warmer places and striped Colonial style wallpaper. Using an imp’s head, she knocked at the double, brass-fitted doors. When no one answered, she pushed gently, ready to read Miriam the riot act.


  Inside, all was still except for the ticking of a giant Seth Thomas grandfather clock. She shuffled her boots onto a rubber mat, testing the depths of the taupe carpet on her frozen toes. Ahead was an interminable shadowed passage. “Miriam,” she called. “Where are you?”


  A spectral figure moved into the hall, then leaned with despair against the wall, where a dim plaster sconce cast a sickly light. Miriam wore a striking new dress, soft folds of apricot silk with golden threads and a cowl. Normally scorning makeup except for a dab of powder, she must have gone to a professional. Matching eye shadow, liner, shadows to minimize her Roman nose and perfectly lined lips. But her face was contorted in pain. “He’s gone, Belle.”


  “So you said. But why stand me up?”


  Miriam pulled away to stumble down the hall, punctuating her movements with choking sobs. Following her into a living room, Belle glanced over the turquoise suede sofas, the granite fireplace, the massive windows with lights from Lake Ramsey’s million-dollar mortgages sparkling in the distance. Patio doors led to a deck large enough to feast the Supreme Court. At her elbow was a gigantic Victorian sideboard redolent with lemon oil, a silver urn with an open bottle of Moët et Chandon swimming in water. Two glasses. Someone had been having a party. So where was Melibee? Off on a sudden business trip?


  She felt a tug at her arm and looked down at a man’s body, his head bruising an exquisite Persian rug.


  Three


  Mel.” Miriam slumped into a cushioned chair so deep that her legs stuck out like a rag doll’s, shaking hands covering her face.


  “Was it a heart attack? Have you tried...” Wondering if she recalled any CPR other than the dog variety where one blew into the nose, Belle leaned forward when she heard Miriam gasp. Her friend had risen to turn on a tole lamp. Blood trickled from the man’s ear, pooling into a grotesque halo. Instinctively, Belle knelt and reached for his throat, the skin slightly scratchy with a final five o’clock shadow. He seemed neither warm nor cold, but at ambient temperature.


  “I see.” Or did she? Fell and hit his head? Curious as she was, from that angle it was hard to judge the overall impression of the man. He wore an indigo blue silk dressing gown and shiny black leather slippers. A tiny moustache marked one side of his slack face, the thinning, unnaturally dark brown hair mussed by the fall. At his throat, a small gold chain winked. One well-manicured hand with buffed nails held a fire iron. And unless she was wrong, he couldn’t have been more than five-foot-two. A little powerhouse with a Napoleon complex? While Miriam hyperventilated in hoarse breaths, Belle rose and walked around the circular sofa arrangement. Near the wall of windows lay a large, awkward object. She stooped and reached out a tentative hand.


  “Don’t touch it! I did, and now what will—”


  “What are you talking about?” Belle pulled the silken cord of an ornate cut-glass chandelier, and a light halo fell around her feet. “My God. He was hit with a piece of Inuit sculpture?” Carved from green soapstone, easily measurable from her wood-buyer’s eye, this sixteen-inch walrus, from demure flippers to its flat-faced, whiskered muzzle, reclined on its side. A few years ago, a disturbed man had slipped past the Mounties into 66 Sussex Drive, made his way to the second floor bedrooms and threatened the Prime Minister, who had grabbed a similar piece to defend himself. His wife, calm as a psychiatric nurse, had talked the man into surrendering a penknife.


  Noting the bloody smears on the artifact, she backed away and stood next to Miriam as the silence expanded. The metronomic ticking echoing down the hall reminded her of a childhood song: “And it stopped short, never to go again, when the old man died.”


  “Let’s just leave. Someone else can find him. Elena, his cleaning lady tomorrow morning. No one needs to know. We can wipe off the—”


  Belle shook her head, attempting to quell a rising panic about her friend’s behaviour. Miriam had been gutsy enough to bark down a mugger in Toronto who had tried to steal her purse on the way back to her hotel after a performance of Mamma Mia. Why was she acting so illogically? Possibly because her beloved was cooling under the laws of forensic science, and she had already incriminated herself. How long had he been dead before Miriam arrived?


  “Then you may be eliminating the murderer’s prints, too. And Melibee may have told someone about the dinner, jotted the date in a planner. Steve’s mentioned details like that more than once. If you tell the truth, why would anyone suspect you? What’s the motive?” Her eyes glazing over, without even a blink, Miriam clutched a tufted pillow like a lifesaver, growing oddly quiet.


  Belle used her cellphone to dial Steve’s number, speaking briefly about the discovery. Then, like a sensible Scot, she went to the kitchen and located a box of Earl Grey tea. Brewing up a pot in a china version of an English cottage, aromatic bergamot steam puffing from the chimney, she ladled pure buckwheat honey into their cups, stirring slowly. Melibee had a tempting pantry, bearnaise sauce, asparagus soup, canned truffles and goose liver pâté. What might his fridge hold? Then she chastened herself for letting a magpie mind run on in the stark face of tragedy. He was a victim, after all, deserving of respect. As far as she knew.


  Miriam sat mute, removed to another world, while Belle, whose attempts at conversation fell like leaden shots, browsed through Architectural Digest, Harper’s, and Antique Journal, American magazines too rich for her blood. She moved into a small den, where paintings clustered one wall, mostly nudes in a variety of styles. Rousseau’s recliner in “The Dream,” Cezanne’s crouching “A Modern Olympia,” even a disturbing Klimt’s “Danaë,” a huge thigh dominating the picture. She backed away from a crotch close-up entitled “Origin of the World” by Corbet but had to admire the wit and technique. Some of the waif-like anorexic Picassos, a hole in one torso, were amusing, and the Degas ballerinas confirmed a taste for much younger women.


  Twenty-five minutes later, buzzed up from below, Steve remarked to Belle at the door: “I actually finished my dinner this time.”


  With a shrug, she pointed down the hall. As they entered the living room, he turned on more lights, pulled out a notebook and parked at one end of the sofa, frowning at the tea display. “I know this isn’t easy, Miriam, but you were first on the scene. Here’s the routine. While I take notes, go over everything you noticed, then start again, and I’ll ask questions. Slow as you want.”


  The woman forced her mouth around one word at a time. “I came. About seven. He was there. Like that.” She pointed to the body, squeezed her eyes shut and refused to continue, though he prompted her several times.


  “Shock,” Belle mouthed. “That’s why I made—”


  A muscle on his temple twitched, and his voice mixed patience with frustration. “If it were anyone else, I’d ask you to come to the station right now, Miriam. But under the circumstances, it can wait until Monday.” He took sets of their fingerprints with a small kit, providing Handiwipes for cleanup. Oblivious to the movements, Miriam was less responsive than a zombie, her hands falling limply after Belle cleaned each finger.


  Minutes later, clatter filled the hall, voices, boots sucked off. White coats and paper overalls of the crime scene analysts. The roll of a gurney. Miriam remained silent, her eyes vacant. Then she began to rock back and forth.


  “That’s the coroner come to certify the death. Take her home before she...” Steve said, cocking a thumb at the body. “When this settles down, we’ll need to know all about Mr. Elphinstone.”


  Forcing Miriam into her coat was like dressing a large, pliable child, but luckily the boots had zippers. Belle was surprised at the fox jacket, not that Miriam was anti-fur, but it seemed rich for her bank account. Recent investment profits perhaps. Casting a last look at Melibee, her friend began weeping uncontrollably. Belle found the Neon’s keys in her purse on a hall table and drove her home, steadying her as they moved across the icy lot to the lobby of her two-bedroom apartment near Junction Creek in New Sudbury.


  “Do you want me to call Rosanne?” Belle asked as she opened the door.


  Miriam hung up her coat with a devastated look, smoothing the fur like stroking a sleeping baby. Then she answered in a toneless voice, “I’ll be fine. I’m sorry I—just go home, please.”


  Like the lone character on stage as the curtain fell, Belle called for a taxi and stared out the window until it arrived fifteen minutes later. Vague sounds issued from the bathroom, taps, clinks, drawers, so she assumed that Miriam had settled in. After collecting her van at the condo, Belle wondered if she shouldn’t have insisted that her friend stay with her for the weekend. Big trouble lay ahead. Melibee hadn’t clunked himself with a ten-pound carving and dropped it fifteen feet away. Who could have wanted the man dead? She was beginning to have suspicions about those all-too-lucrative stock opportunities.


  On Monday morning, with Miriam silent, either a good or very bad sign, Belle pushed into a dark office with no signature aroma of freshly perked coffee to meet her frozen nose. Miriam rarely missed a day. Feverish with the flu, she’d had to be beaten from the door more than once. Fingers on the faltering pulse of Palmer Realty, the woman was an absolute necessity. After shucking off her coat, Belle made the coffee with studied nonchalance, which dissipated after the third cup as she began watching the clock. After such an ordeal, had Miriam slept in?


  Finally, she succumbed to worry and called, listening to twenty unanswered rings. Then the door opened, and Steve walked in, a deadly serious look in his dark eyes, a memory of his Ojibwa heritage and Scottish grandfather in Western Ontario. “Sit down. I have some bad news,” he said as her blood pressure hit Zone Red.


  Protocol over, he explained the events of the weekend, official activity behind closed doors. “I’m on my way to Miriam’s for another interview. As a favour, I’m asking you to come—”


  “Are you going to arrest her? That fast? Can’t you see that she couldn’t harm a blackfly if her life depended on it?” Her flailing arm spilled the coffee across the desk, soaking a sheaf of papers. Blindly, she blotted them with a pile of tissues.


  “Stop panicking. Of course we don’t make arrests that quickly. Why waste the time of the courts until a case is locked and loaded? But even you must admit that things aren’t looking good. That statue was identified as the murder weapon, and the only prints are hers.”


  An orderly world shuddered and broke apart like the off-kilter merry-go-round in Strangers on a Train. Until that moment, Belle hadn’t imagined the possibilities of Miriam killing anyone, but beneath the sensible, sang-froid exterior lay passionate depths. Miriam had an abiding contempt for child molesters, had watched her former husband slug the family uncle when he’d tried to continue his historic abuse with Rosanne. Even so, what could have caused her anger? The merry trio had been off to dinner. “That’s absurd! She was in love with him.” At Steve’s calculating look, she stopped short. Giving him information was one thing, providing ammunition that might hurt Miriam was another. Passion was one of the world’s paramount murder motives. “Each man kills the thing he loves,” according to Oscar.


  He poured himself a cup of black coffee, warming his hands on Miriam’s “Are We Having Fun Yet?” mug. “Not a very discriminating choice for our mutual friend. Elphinstone is linked with phony investment schemes in Vancouver and Calgary going back twenty years. He slithered out of the major charges, but spent a year in Club Fed on the coast. Guess he didn’t like the ocean view or the tennis courts because we haven’t any recent records.”


  “Invest...but she was doing fine. Last time we talked...” she said. Suddenly cold at possibilities, she recalled her friend’s unguarded trust and infatuation. Or was she trivializing Miriam’s feelings, smug in her solitary, risk-free world of tramping forest paths with Freya? Suddenly she felt mean-spirited.


  Steve’s eyes narrowed with interest. “So she did invest with him. How much?” But Belle merely shook her head. “Apparently he was quite the ladies’ man, a lucrative avenue. Cozied up with wealthy widows,” he added, giving her a sidelong glance. “A bit older than you, I’d say.”


  The drive across town in the unmarked Crown Vic took only minutes. Except for the manager chipping ice from the sidewalk with a wicked pick, all was quiet at Miriam’s six-suite apartment building. Her Neon sat out back, blanketed with the weekend’s snowfall, which made Belle increasingly uneasy. As they got out of the vehicle, she said, “I hope she’s OK. She hasn’t answered the phone. Why did I leave her like a sick dog licking her wounds?”


  After climbing the stairs, they stood before the door to 3B and knocked to a hollow response. With a shrug, Steve tried the knob, which turned easily. Belle held her breath, knowing that townies never left homes unlocked. The door opened into the living room, a scene of chaos. Newspapers were scattered on the floor amid islands of tissues and crumpled mail. Vinyl records had been sailed against the wall, some broken, others scratched or bent. Miriam’s tastes appeared to run to Johnnie Mathis and late Sinatra. Belle placed a battered LP onto the table. “The Twelfth of Never” was the featured song.


  Then with a nod from Steve, she went down the hall. In the bathroom, towels smeared with make-up littered the floor, along with tatters of the lovely apricot dress, as if Miriam had rent her garments in classical fashion. Signs of illness appeared on the toilet bowl rim. An empty pill bottle had rolled into a corner, a tap dripped. Suddenly Belle was reminded of the shower scene in Psycho. Shivering, she opened a connecting door into Rosanne’s old room, posters of Ben Affleck, Brad Pitt and Tom Cruise in pectoral poses. Pink was the dominant colour scheme, the quilt a pastiche of teddy bears.


  A small groan led her to the larger bedroom, where Miriam lay face down, her head half-covered with a pillow. “Are you asleep?” Belle asked foolishly, touching her naked, freckled shoulder like a timid lover. There was no response, just a sour reek of gin, that telltale juniper from the innocent woods. Gently, Belle turned her friend onto her back. The curly grey hair lay in damp mats, and Miriam’s skin, creased from pressure, looked sallow as beeswax. When her lids fluttered open for a second, her eyes were dull coins, as if she were in another painless country. Belle spoke her name twice, three times, getting no response.


  “Is she here or not? What’s taking you so long?” Steve appeared in the doorway, suddenly alert. “Christ, a suicide attempt? Better let me handle this.”


  As he shoved her out of the way, Belle moved to the other side of the bed, her foot connecting with something which clinked against the frame. “Call a doctor, Steve, or we’ll have another corpse on our hands.”


  Sniffing pointedly, he examined Miriam’s eyes and listened to her breathing. Then he took her pulse. “She’s just smashed. When she comes to, I’ll have to take her downtown. You can’t avoid an interview by staying drunk.” As he muttered legal technicalities, a small tear dripped from Miriam’s reddened eye.


  Belle moved into the bathroom to collect a cold compress, fill a glass with water, tidy the towels, anything to keep moving. How could Steve insist on cruel protocols in the face of such a pitiful spectacle? With a shudder, she picked up the empty medicine bottle, removed her distance glasses and squinted at the label. Voltaren, an anti-inflammatory. So Miriam had arthritis, though unlike Belle, the hypochondriac, she never complained. Nobody overdosed on that, nor on the Tylenol, yet unopened. The medicine cabinet was empty of other prescription drugs.


  As she soaked and rung a towel, she could hear Steve bark instructions on the phone in the living room. Returning to Miriam, offering soothing words, mindless but helpful to herself, she laid the cold cloth onto the pale forehead. When she tried to offer a drink, water dribbled from the slack mouth. “It’ll be OK. Relax for now. We’ll get a doctor.”


  Any more relaxed and Miriam’s heart would stop. Where was Steve? Did he intend to handcuff the helpless woman and frogmarch her to jail? And what awaited her in the humiliation of custody? Even in the new police building, conditions couldn’t be comfortable. A smelly holding tank of drunks and prostitutes? Drug addicts? A detox facility? And if she were jailed, for how long? What horrors would Miriam endure before the bloated justice system moved her case forward?


  At vigil by the bed, feeling more confident since Miriam had begun to snore, for twenty more minutes she waited for Steve. Gone to collect the manacles? Then she heard a door open, voices were exchanged, and in walked a silvery blonde angel with a single thick braid down her back. Evelyn Easton, an emergency room surgeon, a treasured combination of skill and savvy. Steve met Belle’s surprised look with a grin. “Ev’s granddaughter’s a friend of Heather’s. Luckily cops can pull strings.”


  Not one for unnecessary words, Evelyn nodded to Belle, whom she’d met professionally, opened a medical bag, and motioned them out with an imperious wave of her hand. At six feet, she was an imposing woman, a natural athlete, whose reflexes, even at fifty, served her well.


  In the living room, Steve sat on the overstuffed sofa and took notes while Belle paced around, unable to concentrate. One wall featured a gallery of family pictures, Miriam as a frizzy-topped baby, Rosanne in childish poses, then serious at graduation. Black-and-whites featured a pleasant older couple with a post-war Plymouth coupe, perhaps Miriam’s late parents. In a prominent spot in a silver frame, someone with a familiar moustache smiled. Melibee, larger than life. Belle read the signature: “To my beloved from Mel. Together forever, forever we two.”


  Absolutes always disappointed, she thought with a grimace. Weren’t those the words to a banal disco song which reverberated in the brain long after it had mercifully departed the airwaves? Instead, Melibee would be reunited with the dead wife Miriam had mentioned, if there were an afterlife. She turned to the window to watch the snowflakes cover the city grime and grit with a white innocence.


  From the frantic moments upon arrival, time had slowed to a crawl. Belle passed from the pictures to the quilts on the walls. Miriam’s award-winning hobby demonstrated patience, skill and a genius for colour. She remembered with fondness the thoughtful gift of a Whig Rose masterpiece that adorned her waterbed in the fleeting summer months when she could abandon the giant down duvet. One quilt presented a variation on the famous log cabin design, rectangles piled on rectangles, another the prickly maze of the pineapple pattern. The third held an odd blue and black modern piecework. She turned her head to follow the dizzying curves. While Steve continued to write, giving an occasional grunt, she browsed the crowded bookcase, a library of information on the artful craft. Thumbing through, she found a sister to the off-kilter design, then closed the book with an ironic sigh. “The Drunkard’s Path” the design was called.


  Finally, Dr. Easton joined them, her soft grey eyes reassuring, as she placed a cellphone into a capacious pocket of her dark blue padded cotton jumpsuit. “I’ve given her a mild stimulant,” she said, “and ordered an ambulance. It’s wiser than transporting her in a squad car. She’s on her feet now, and it’s important to preserve her dignity.”


  “But the liquor. It wasn’t like her. A glass of wine’s all I ever saw...” Belle said, her voice trailing off as if she were defending a wayward family member.


  Easton closed her black bag with a confident snap, then reached for her coat. “People have turned to worse in a crisis. I’ll ride along with her to the San. There’s a top psychiatrist who’ll admit her. She’s not to be questioned in this condition, not under any circumstances, much less in the intimidating atmosphere of a police station. Will that be a problem, Steve?” Her hands-on-hips gunslinger stance signalled her intentions.


  Steve backed off, shaking his head. “Your word is good enough for me, Doctor.”


  Belle moved forward as she searched Evelyn’s calm, professional face for solace, her lips tightened against trembling. “What can I do?”


  The blonde icon touched a talented finger to perfect, unrouged lips. How many times had those hands knitted back souls from the feet of God? “Call her relatives. Pack a bag with light, indoor clothes, anything else she might like. Personal items like sweaters, books and pictures can be comforting. I noticed a folded quilt in the bedroom. Drop everything off at the main desk.” She raised an eyebrow. “Don’t expect a Victorian bedlam. We have progressed since Dickens. Certainly, she’ll have a private room in the beginning.”


  As Miriam emerged minutes later, arm in arm with the doctor, then enveloped quietly by two young male attendants in heavy parkas, one line came to Belle’s mind: “I have always depended on the kindness of strangers.” Vivian Leigh as Blanche DuBois escorted from a marriage she couldn’t comprehend, primitive urges oceans below her effete capacity, the feral look in Kim Stanley’s eyes, scenes snipped from the original to censor the steamy sexuality that threatened Eisenhower’s snug little families with their smug little secrets. But that was the end of the movie. This was only a prologue. And didn’t Karl Malden have a moustache? His pious rejection had given fragile Blanche the cruelest blow.


  Four


  Belle sat morosely at her desk, the cold calls she’d planned all but forgotten, though she’d left a message for Brian Dumontelle about a LoEllen Park property. With Miriam in limbo, money might ease the tension. Her timetable displayed two open houses and three appointments to show, but the contracts were running out. With practical regret, she’d left the office answering machine to pick up calls all morning while she lingered in a mid-range tri-level on MacFarland Lake, inhaling pleasant aromas from the oven, where she’d dabbed a bit of vanilla. In her notebook, she scribbled another verse to her country song, “Come On Up to Mama’s Table”:


  
    There was Widow Nancy Davis


    And the orphan little Grace,


    Mr. Joe the blind man


    With a tear upon his face.


    Mama carved up that ol’ turkey


    And she heaped the plates up high.


    There was gravy for the taters


    And a crispy apple pie.

  


  An inveterate grammarian, Belle paused, her pen hovering at “There was.” Wrong, but very colloquial. And wasn’t Nancy Davis the stage name of Nancy Reagan? Would anyone remember? A plate of Tim’s chocolate chip cookies had gone largely uneaten, despite personal inroads. The few arrivals “loved” the place, coveted the pool, but found excuses not to make an offer. How would she manage without Miriam, a repository of statistics on every puddle and pond in one hundred miles? A temp would never do. Maybe the business had grown too small to be viable. The siren song sounded again to consider selling the valuable downtown property and joining a large company like ReMax. Generous bennies, no overhead, more time to herself. A crack accountant like Miriam could always...


  Near tears, she turned as always for comfort to the framed portrait of Uncle Harold. Unlit Cuban cigar clamped firmly in his mouth, he held a huge muskie, mugging at the camera. When she’d bailed out of teaching high school in Toronto twenty plus years ago, leaving the Big Smoke to those who could tolerate teenage testosterone and mind-blowing rudeness, the scorn for authors other than Koontz and King, he’d made her a full partner. She touched a trembling finger to a figure in the background, paddling a homemade birchbark canoe. Jesse Schoenberg, his secretary, a long-time girlfriend then in her late sixties, who’d retired after Harold’s death five years ago. Jesse had gone to Israel, funded by Hadassah to organize women’s consciousness-raising groups on the kibbutzim.


  Darkness came without another bootstep through the door, and Belle stared into the teeth of a fresh storm. With her eyes sensitive to light halos and glare, night driving was difficult enough without that complication. Iced over, the van door stuck, so she gave it an Eric Lindros hockey block, bruising her hips. Living in the North got harder each year, or was it just her? She had been born in Floridian Toronto, where the panicky mayor had earned national mockery for calling out the army to rescue the city from a paltry twenty-five-centimetre dump. The radio predicted the dreaded “periods of light snow,” aka PLS, five centimetres tonight, no doubt followed by another five, another five, and another five. The regional plow that serviced Edgewater Road would have a great excuse to sit idle, forcing a packdown effect that grew ruts rivalling Kosovo’s best. Ortega y Gassett had said, “Tell me the landscape in which you live, and I will tell you who you are.” She felt like a soldier in a four-season battle: nearly winter, winter, still winter and construction.


  After taking a spare key which Miriam always left in her drawer, Belle went to the apartment and completed the lonely task of packing a few essentials as Evelyn had advised. On a whim, she stopped at Blockbuster Video to purchase several classics. Then, she parked the van near the front door of the San and dropped off the bag, looking up at the lighted windows as she left, wondering absurdly if Miriam’s face would peer back. Likely she was sedated in an effort to stabilize her before treatment began.


  The trip home took an hour. Two vehicles had crashed at Radar Road and the turn to Skead, backing up traffic for a mile. Whirling blue lights of police cars and departing ambulance sirens warned drivers to slow. Whiteouts along the airport hill, a problem unsolved even by the pseudo-scientific erection of hundreds of yards of snow fences, wiped out all shape of the road and obscured the painted lines.


  Relieved at arriving at Edgewater Road, Belle paused at the armoury of metal postal boxes, opened her cubicle with a customary fist pound to the lock and groped for a postcard stuck at the back. In the snow-scattered light from the van, she couldn’t read the writing, but the picture resembled a sunny beach. A snowbird neighbour polishing his clubs after the eighteenth hole? She gritted her teeth and stuffed it into her pocket along with delivery flyers useless in the bush. The new perogy pizza sounded intriguing, though.


  The floodlights beamed welcome when she skidded down the long, winding driveway. As she opened the house door, unlocked with the dog inside, Freya bounded out, down the steps and into the woods for her duties.


  An hour later, Belle was decompressing in the TV room, solaced by quesadillas filled with Monterey Jack, onions, peppers, black olives and mushrooms. She dosed them with Mcllhenny’s Tabasco sauce.


  Trudging up to the master suite for bed, she noticed the red blink of the answering machine. A familiar voice, its booming cadences balm in an icy Gilead, said: “Out in this mess chasing filthy lucre? You need a mother, and I’m back.”


  Choking back a laugh, Belle went downstairs to collect the postcard. From a tourist spot on the Mediterranean, palms, sand and beach umbrellas, dated three weeks ago. “Watch the stars for me. I’ve shaped up the last kibbutz and run out of maple syrup. Love, Jesse.”


  At thirty-five, Belle hadn’t been a baby when her mother had died of cancer. But with only Uncle Harold and her father as immediate family, she’d welcomed Jesse’s gruff, no-nonsense affection. In the confusion of grief, Belle had had no idea how to write an obituary, jotted the bare facts and stared bleakly. Then a mechanical whizzing had sounded from the kitchen, and soon Jesse was gripping her shoulder, easing a glass of fresh-squeezed carrot juice into her inarticulate hand. “She had a life, girl. Now drink these anti-oxidants and remember that this is for her, for your father, not you.” And a chastened daughter had summoned bit by bit her mother’s career as a legal secretary, leading her class in Toronto, a wizard of torts and public relations. Terry Palmer’s garden met the challenge of an unforgiving climate, those violet delphiniums winning prizes. Belle had passed the empty glass and completed notes back to Jesse, who read them with grunts of approval. “Where do you think you got your love of plants, Belle, out of the sky?”


  Jesse had been married back in the “Stone Age,” her philandering dentist husband dead of an aneurysm at forty in his mistress’s bed. Her only boy roamed somewhere chasing a cause in Nicaragua, Chile, or other points south. Jesse waved a wrinkled hand and shrugged. “He’ll float back some day like Odysseus, and if not, good riddance to a father’s son.” With this dismissal, her hooded tortoise eyes would blink, and she’d look away. Belle had never met Pete, but his picture by Jesse’s bed, a long-haired hippie demonstrating at a peace march, showed that he was more his mother’s son.


  Belle dialled her friend, received a computer voice saying that the line was not connected. She’d soon be catching up with old pals, many in retirement homes or nursing facilities. How old was Jesse? Seventy-five? Belle’s Jewish mother was as timeless as the rocks of the elemental Cambrian Shield.


  That night Dr. Easton called as Belle assembled a host of vitamins on the bathroom counter. “I know you’re concerned, and I don’t think I’m breaching ethics by telling you that Miriam will be at the San for several weeks.”


  Belle felt a lump rise in her throat. “And a visit?”


  “Dr. Parr thinks that would be a good idea. But not until she’s settled in and therapy is underway. Wait another week.”


  “Why not sooner?”


  “A surgeon’s a glorified mechanic, not a psychiatrist, but I suppose that in every illness, treatment depends on the individual. Healing the mind is complex. Along with choices of drugs and therapy, some people need the constant comfort of family, if they’re used to—”


  “But Miriam—”


  “Has been an independent lady, I gather, from what she did confide. Aside from her daughter...”


  I’m not chopped liver, Belle thought, then responded to the last word. “Rosanne. Has anyone called her?”


  “I suggested that when we arrived. Miriam didn’t want to worry the girl with exams coming up. She’s very prone to stress.”


  Belle assumed the mantle of bearer of bad tidings, never a strong suit. “I’ll take care of that, and I appreciate your going beyond the call.”


  She frowned at the neon glow of eleven on the bedside clock. Wait until morning? Rosanne should have been contacted days ago. What student went to bed before midnight?


  Flipping through her address book, Belle found the number Miriam had given her for emergencies. According to her roommate, yakking faster than an over-caffeinated monkey, they were pulling an all-nighter for a wicked math exam. “Rosie! Get your butt in here!” Belle heard, before she saved her ear drum by muffling the receiver.


  She related the gist of the tragedy with as many encouraging notes as she could fabricate. “You’re sure she’s OK? I could get a bus in a couple of hours,” the girl said, her voice faltering, a tiny sniff revealing her distress.


  “I know you want to help, but mostly she needs time, Rosanne. The doctor advises no visitors...just for a while,” she explained in off-hand tones. “It’s shock mostly. The death of a good friend.” Somehow she couldn’t mention that Miriam faced arrest when she left the dubious sanctuary of the hospital.


  “I was away all summer on an exchange program in France, then skiing in Quebec over Christmas. I only saw her for a weekend when I came home in September to pack. Who is this guy? Mom doesn’t date.”


  Belle forced a laugh to deflate the growing tension. “Listen to you, sounding like a parent. Maybe she was afraid you’d tease her.” After providing a home for her daughter through her undergraduate work at Shield University, Miriam had been only too glad to cut the apron strings and reclaim her personal life. There had been arguments over some pot found in the girl’s room, the usual debate about recreational drugs as well as Rosanne’s occasional use of uppers to stay awake studying.


  Her duties over, to momentary relief, Belle climbed into the cozy king-sized waterbed which fuelled her dreams. The patio doors and the window were rimed with frosty curlicues. The room was heated by the stove downstairs, with only a wall louvre to the cathedral ceilings of the living room. She poked a cigarette into her Adolph Menjou (another moustached man, the lovable rogue) jewelled holder, her father’s present from Universal Studios Park in Florida, and poured scotch into a deceptive antique bar glass, heavy on the bottom and tapering, an illusion opposite to the murder, holding less than it appeared. The talented Nevada Barr’s mystery, Deep South, hot and humid on the Natchez Trace in Mississippi, warmed her along with Whyte and Mackay’s best.


  Feeling an annoying tickle, she snagged another pumpkin-coloured ladybug from her shoulder, getting up to flick it outside onto the Papal-blessing token balcony instead of nestling it on the Dieffenbachia to winter over. The warm fall had brought a deluge, thousands of tiny rosy bodies trying to muscle in for the duration. A Japanese invader brought to fight aphids, hybrid colours and every combination of dots including none. “Too long at the fair, my dear.”


  As she turned out the light, chapters later, to the soft snore of Freya on the sheepskin rug at her feet, she drifted into half-sleep, smiling to think about Jesse, then when Miriam’s hollow-faced shade appeared, shifting restlessly. The dog scrabbled after elusive rabbits in her carefree sleep. Belle’s weary eyes snapped open as a poodle scampered across the busy blackboard of her mind. Where was the creature?


  Five


  Those teeth. The dog had been at Petville for the extractions. Belle called the vet as coffee perked the next morning. Shana Coolidge lived on the premises, woke by five, and let recovering dogs with manners roam her apartment at will. That wouldn’t include the poodle.


  “It’s been days. I was wondering why Miriam didn’t answer the phone,” Shana said. “What’s up?”


  Belle resisted babbling, even to someone as trustworthy as the vet. “She’s not well. Nothing serious. How is her dog?” Miriam had been worried about the risky effects of anaesthetics on the small animal.


  “A whirling dervish. And don’t let those pathetic pink gums upset you. Grinders do the job. Soft food for a few days. Animals have incredible resources for quick recovery since they don’t drink, smoke or eat Aero bars. When are you coming to—”


  “I? Me? Can’t you...” Then two images struck her. Freya alone in a kennel, Miriam in another strange and sterile place. The personal touches Evelyn had mentioned did not include a pet. Belle would have to play nursemaid, an onerous chore. At least, it wasn’t a child. Dogs she knew.


  After work, the last person in the Petville waiting room, she collected the poodle, whining minorly, tiny black nose poking through the wire of the small plastic cage. “Call it her little house, like Miriam does. Pop her in at mealtimes when you can’t eyeball her, and at night, of course, unless you want to share your bed,” Shana advised.


  “Share my—”


  “It’s the fastest way. A pup won’t soil the place it lies,” Shana said, flicking back a long, black ponytail streaked with silver. Around Miriam’s age, she jogged an hour with her two comical bull terriers, keeping herself lean and trim. Then she disappeared for a moment and returned with a small yellow bottle and what looked like a horse doctor’s syringe.


  “Don’t tell me she’s diabetic already,” Belle said in rising horror. At the nursing home, she’d performed many routine medical tasks for her father, but never given a shot. The very concept was like chalk on a blackboard.


  Shana roared with laughter. “This is a puddingy antibiotic for pups. Shove it down her throat twice a day. After any operation, infections are a danger.” Then from her pocket she pulled a medicine bottle with ten needle-like teeth, the roots half an inch long. “Some ‘parents’ like to keep these as mementos.”


  First the cage, now this complex assignment. Juggling the ridiculous paraphernalia, Belle felt doubly preyed upon by responsibilities. With a bill smoking her Visa, she bundled the dog to the van, the “house” banging against her legs. At the Garson Foodmart, she assembled an armload of pop-top hockey puck tins of gourmet delights, pâté de foie gras, beef bourguignon, chicken à la king. A buck a shot plus a small bag of puppy chow. Five times Freya’s expense for one-twentieth the weight.


  That evening, the shepherd seemed to tolerate the pup, though confused that it arrived sans mistress and didn’t depart after dinner. From the poodle’s well-scoured food dish, no problem wolfing the plat du jour, Belle observed as she filled and squeezed the plastic apparatus. The little dog smacked dark red lips and sucked like a weanling.


  Later Belle hustled the dogs to the yard for ablutions, checking her watch. She’d have to take the pup out once or even twice during the night. For easy access, she opted for the pullout couch in the walk-out basement rec room, newly appointed with carpet and ceramic tile. Grudgingly, she arranged her down comforter, pillows, Freya’s sheepskin, the omnipresent cage, and turned on the baseboard heaters, missing the warm woodstove. Five minutes later, outside at the patio doors, Freya waited patiently, her queenly head gazing off into the darkness.


  “Where is that...” She snatched a robe and pushed into the cold, veering to the side yard, following tiny prints in the new snow. A brutal north wind assaulted her ears and tossed icy waves, forming a white bank ten feet wide against the shore. In the reflected yellow light from the windows, the pup was cowering, frozen at the bulk of an upturned ash bucket, a darkling monster. Reassured by the human, it squatted promptly, shuffled off for a more critical deposit and pranced back inside.


  “Get in your little house,” she said, mustering a firm voice. The dog obeyed with a whimper which turned to a weep, then shrill barks that blasted her skull. “How did Miriam ever stand this?” She tossed her book aside and switched off the lamp, waiting another eternity while Freya circled the cage in concern. With a snort, she hauled the brat into bed, set her alarm for two and hoped for the best. Freya would never forgive this indulgence, but a piqued pet was the least of her worries.


  She made a mental note to beg for an ad hoc arrangement with the DesRosiers, Ed and Hélène, to stop on their noon walk to let the dogs out. Freya’s talented bladder was good for ten to twelve hours, but the poodle needed intensive care. The last sensations she recorded were the burble of a snout under her chin and a baby’s sigh.


  Hoping to welcome Jesse home during a hasty lunch hour, Belle opened the office next morning with guarded optimism. Her answering machine had two messages from people who had declined to renew their contracts and chosen a cut-rate firm. Palmer Realty was becoming a fly-by-night, two-penny, dot.nothing operation. Scarcely had the rooms warmed than in strolled Brian Dumontelle, billed cap under his arm. His blond mini-goatee was trimmed and his shoes gleamed despite the grit and salt on the streets. In his late thirties, over his uniform he wore a heavy blue parka with the emblem of the Sudbury Police. His cheeks were ruddy and his smile broad as he brushed snow from his shoulders, studying her face with an uncomfortable, almost mesmerizing attention. “Got your call,” he said. “A den and a gazebo? Sounds great. Maybe this time will be the charm.”


  Belle summoned her business smile, hoping that exercising facial muscles would convince the brain. “Fingers crossed.” Maybe she was in a prickly mood, but there was something overly familiar about the way Brian leaned over the desk and placed his broad hand proprietarily on her back as they left, as if steering a possession. Still, the commission would make a down payment on another van, not a new one, heaven forbid, but a decent late model. Then she paused at the hypothetical balance sheet. Miriam would need a lawyer. And Belle would have to pay her salary in the meantime, not throw her to the humiliation of unemployment or welfare. But then she might qualify for legal...her pulse quickened and her thoughts charged months ahead as she bumped into Brian, thoughtfully wiping snow from her windshield with his leather glove. He winked as if the brief contact had been deliberate.


  Tabular Street was a quiet cul-de-sac in the south end. Brian’s prospect, a late-seventies backsplit, had been recently sided (vinyl is fynal) and landscaped with Norwegian spruce and compact Alberta firs, a dozen bushes covered city-style with burlap over triangular frames, like a frontier tribal encampment. He nodded approval at the two-car garage and pulled on a pair of boots to stomp around the snow-covered backyard, pounding the gazebo to test its sturdiness.


  Inside, Brian admired the kitchen and bathroom refits and new carpeting. “I’m definitely interested. Think the price is firm?” he asked.


  Belle gave a knowing smile, her professional allegiance with both parties. “Make an offer, but I caution you not to insult them. An old Italian family. Well-connected.”


  He smiled broadly, revealing large white teeth, the canines faintly wolfish. “Come on. No such thing as the Sudbury Mafia, despite rumours about black market Chianti.”


  He named a fair number, which she agreed to carry to the seller. Then he glanced at his watch, a Patek Phillipe model. “Let’s celebrate with lunch. You’ve refused so many times that I’m beginning to think you don’t like me.” A mild challenge crossed his sculpted lips. Faded blue like ice in a stream, his irises glowed under lashes more white than blond.


  Business and pleasure, an evil combination. But if the sale was nearly clinched, hail and farewell. “I’m alone at the office, and I need to get back. Something quick. Vesta Pasta?”


  “Au contraire. Upscale for an upscale lady. I’ll confess something. I checked the house out yesterday, and I was so confident about the sale that I reserved.”


  A stranger to triple-digit restaurant bills, Belle had never dreamed of entering Verdicchio’s, Sudbury’s premier restaurant in an unassuming location in a business park on Kelly Lake Road. A modern green metal gate opened onto overlapping shell-like parking areas. Located at the rear, the restaurant proudly presented its menu in a glassed case by the front door. Brian swept her into the large foyer, heaped with multi-coloured poinsettias and anchored by a restful fountain and an étagère of antiques.


  “Welcome again, Mr. Dumontelle,” an attractive blonde woman d’un certain âge said in a warm Italian accent, smiling at Belle. “Please call me Willie.” A proud owner of the restaurant, she ushered them into an intimate nook decorated with framed floral watercolours and partitioned with lattice and quaint faux windows in an olde world style.


  The waiter soon arrived with a lunch menu and a twenty-five-page leatherbound wine list. While Andrea Bocelli sang arias in the distant background, the waiter lit the candles, and before she could decipher a word, except for pasta, Brian was ordering the first courses. Insalata Mista (seasonal greens with prosciutto, bocconcini of fresh mozzarella, grilled red peppers in a balsamic vinaigrette), farinata di cavolo nero (garlic soup with braised Swiss chard), lumache in guazzetto (sautéed escargots with fresh tomato and white wine on crostini).


  “For the lady, I think the tagliatelle carbonara con radicchio along with trota al cartoccio.” He turned to Belle. “Sound good? The trout is from the Valley farms.”


  “I’m overwhelmed just holding the wine list.”


  “For me, the gnocchi al pomodoro. And can you manage that triple A beef tenderloin I like so much? It’s not on the menu. Rare’s my preference.” He flashed a confident smile at the waiter.


  “Certainly, sir. Bistecca alla brace. Special orders are no problem.”


  Brian consulted the waiter for any recent wine arrivals, deciding on an Ascevi 2000 Sauvignon for the starters (“gooseberry grapefruit rind and grass aromas”). “Intense for an Italian white,” he added. Then an unusual blend of four varieties, an Enrich Santana 2000 Bolgheri Rosso. “Tuscan,” he said. “Vanilla, coffee and prune aromas, spicy barnyard notes, according to Anthony Gismondi’s reviews.” They both laughed at the jargon.


  As their table filled with riches and the wine flowed, Belle felt slightly light-headed and reminded herself to stop after the third glass. Brian finished both bottles himself and called for another of the Rosso. His description of a car chase near Mallard’s Landing that had ended in a fatal T-bone accident was delivered in a manner which stressed thrill more than tragedy.


  The table finally cleared, zabaglione appeared with a flourish, silver dishes of billowing egg yolks spun with sugar and sherry, hot and heavenly. The coffee was rich and strong, as sobering as the bill would be. Brian topped up his cup with a double Remy Martin. The meal had been memorable, but Belle anticipated the man’s craft, ashamed that she’d sent her instincts around the corner. When the cheque came to him, courtesy no doubt of a previous arrangement, she reached for her wallet. “Dutch treat, Brian. I certainly can’t—”


  “Your money’s no good here, Madame,” he said, letting three brown bills flutter onto the table, three hundred dollars. Now on the defensive, she wondered how an officer’s income could afford such a splurge.


  Outside, he tried to put his arm around her, snickering as she shook it off politely and picked up the pace. She hit the remote to open the van door, tempted to leave his side locked. Then with a soft growl, he drew her close, pinioned like a prisoner. His body was compact and muscular. “Older women intrigue me with their head games. I’ve been waiting for this, and so have you. Take the afternoon off.” His demanding lips nuzzled her ear. The cloying scent of Brut made her nauseous.


  “Let me go!” she said firmly.


  Sharp teeth toyed with her lobe as he shoved one leg between hers. A gust of wind skittered a paper wrapper into tarantellas. Thanks to their lingering lunch, the parking lot was deserted. “Ma Belle, why don’t we—”


  The hoot of a train whistle and clank of rolling boxcars turned his head. She took advantage of his imbalance to knee his groin, and he doubled over, stumbled back several feet, grabbing at a light pole. His groans signalled that she’d scored, as she wrenched open the door, shutting it like a suit of armour. “Find another realtor. And as for my share of lunch, the cheque’s in the mail,” she called as she bounced out of the lot.


  Six


  Belle drove to Jesse’s, one leg quivering from the adrenalin rush, pumping the gas with spasms. Her churning stomach had calcified into an expensive lump, bringing an acid reflux. Yet commiseration was out of the question. As if they’d last talked only yesterday instead of three years ago, the practical woman would eyeball her and calmly ask why, if she had suspected Brian’s motives, she hadn’t found a better excuse to avoid lunch.


  Her planner sat open on the seat next to her, and she realized that she was ten minutes late for an appraisal twenty miles away. Pulling out her cellphone, she moved the appointment to the next day, citing vehicle problems, chastizing herself for letting life spin out of control. Passing a Ukrainian grocery and an onion-turreted Greek Orthodox church, she parked in front of 2267 Eyre Street on the old west side, a history lesson in early Sudbury, compact, no-nonsense dwellings hunched four-square against the cruel north winds. Jesse’s two-up, two-down home had a lurching glassed-in porch. Mossy shingles edged the mansard roof where snow had melted, and the front yard measured in arm spans. Tucked in the narrow lot behind was a treasured herb garden, lovingly tended while Jesse’d been away by pensioner Gino Teolis next door.


  Wary of the slippery, uneven wooden steps, Belle entered the enclosed porch. Beside a lumpy, plastic-covered sofa, which creaked on rusty rockers, she spotted Jesse’s prized mukluks. She bent to stroke the soft leather, delicate beading and quillwork, the greeting of an old friend.


  “Hellooooo,” she called loudly as she entered the compact living room, remembering Jesse’s hearing problems. Behind were the kitchen, bathroom and a work room, the two bedrooms upstairs in “Siberia” with the temperatures of a meat locker thanks to the underpowered and fumy forced-air oil heat. Shelves in the living room were crammed with Jesse’s sculptures. Over twenty clay masks, some decorated with feathers, acorns and leaves, gazed down from the walls. One trio, maiden-mother-crone, had won first prize at the La Cloche Art Show on Manitoulin Island. Piles of boxes testified more to the old woman’s general laissez-faire about neatness than to her recent return. Faded magazines and yellowed newspapers often waited for decades until she delved into them for a timely article.


  A moment later, Belle heard a slow pounding on the steps from upstairs, and a huffing heralded Jesse Schoenberg’s arrival. Belle peered in wonderment. Was there such a creature as a Jewish witch? Jesse had shed years abroad in the fruitful desert. The tan helped, as did the dark hair, tightly crimped. At her age, it must be white, but Belle had never noted anything but varying shades from Irish setter to oxblood.


  One of the University of Toronto’s first female graduates in physical education, a gym teacher before marriage, Jesse towered over Belle and carried twice her weight. She enveloped her young friend in a massive bear hug, her Norwegian sweater faintly redolent of lilac, the stiff ribs of her “foundation” buttressing her. Then she plucked a giant tissue from her sleeve and blew her large beak with a honk. “I might as well write my obituary, or maybe you can. This Gulag will be the death of me.”


  Belle grinned for the first time in days. “You’re a miracle on two legs.”


  Over glasses of hot tea sucked through sugar cubes, she told Jesse what had just happened. “And I forgot an appointment.”


  “Small wonder, with that goon you described. Ver geharget. May he get himself dead. And you aren’t to grow an ulcer about dear Harold’s business. You can brief me, and we’ll open at the crack of dawn. I’ll hold the fort.”


  Soothed by the tone along with the comforting clichés, Belle relaxed in an overstuffed armchair with scratched mahogany trim, its satin arms worn and nubbly, the lacy antimacassar tatted even before Jesse’s birth. The coffee table held a selection of dates and figs from Jaffa, along with a soft alpaca scarf, Belle’s late Christmas present. “And I don’t have anything for you,” she said mournfully, rubbing the soft wool against her cheek. Then she hunted up her coat and probed the breast pocket, retrieving the grouse feather, which she presented. “I wish I could pay you, but Miriam will need...”


  Jesse tickled Belle’s chin with the feather. “It’s perfect for my Puck mask. Now shush. Stop feeling sorry for yourself. Needs, wants. Don’t we have enough? A jackpot could be around the corner. Remember that time at Sudbury Downs when I won...”


  They laughed together. Instead of buying a new furnace, Jesse had splurged on a trip to Hong Kong, spending a week at a monastery on Lantau Island, eating vegetarian meals and sketching the carved spirits which decorated the roofs.


  “Where’s the Bonneville?” Belle asked, tasting a succulent date more from hospitality than hunger.


  “Gino’s tuning it. Drained everything and kept it on blocks in his shed while I was gone. What a man. Maybe I should consider a second marriage.” She ran large, knobby fingers over a dusty clutch of five-year-old magazines. “But then I’d have to clean. And nothing has changed since I left, even the Prime Minister.”


  “Maybe his wife can convince him to retire. No one else can,” Belle added, her humour reviving as fast as the rose hip tea warmed her bones.


  With Jesse in charge of the office that week, resurrecting old friends to review their realty needs, Belle called the hospital and was assured that Miriam could see visitors. On the following Monday morning, she turned left at the double snowflake complex of Science North, passing the new mega-hospital, now seventeen million dollars over budget, then the gleaming metallic buildings of Shield University, all gathered on the shores of Lake Ramsey. Upper level professionals cantilevered their designer homes along the beaches and rocky cliffs, absorbing five-figure tax bills. Very few unimproved lots remained in what once was cottage country, but at one hundred thousand dollars per fifty feet, they were money in the bank for the owners.


  Though on her first visit she had merely dropped off the small suitcase, now she had time to survey the old brick sanatorium, its name a relic of the former tuberculosis institution on site. Renamed as the Northeast Mental Health Centre, the hospital sat surrounded by groves of pure white birch, peaceful and still, except for the occasional muffle of an early snowmobile on the newly frozen lake. A C-shaped set of bungalows housed a special First Nations treatment area. In front of the main doors was a weatherproof gazebo with a picnic table where smokers gathered, oblivious to the frigid temperatures.


  Across from a small tuck shop called the Dandelion Café, she checked in with a blue-haired, pink-smocked volunteer at reception. Given Miriam’s name, the woman consulted a short list and then asked for identification. “Is Dr. Parr here today?” Belle asked, flashing her driver’s license.


  “Take the elevator to the right to the third floor. He’s often in the lounge at this time. Can’t miss him.”


  Belle followed her directions, and shortly after, entered a large room with huge windows, homey furniture, and a kitchenette. A fifty-inch television was partitioned off with soundproof panels and several armchairs. In front of a huge aquarium, a Hobbity figure traced a finger along the glass, attracting the wide-eyed attentions of a blue and yellow discus. Except for the white lab coat with a plastic pocket protector, he might have been a seventh grader.


  “I used to have fish,” she said by way of introduction. “When they got too big for the tank, I donated them to Science North.”


  “Ted Parr,” he said, shaking her hand warmly. “You’re here to visit a patient, I gather.”


  Belle nodded, following the trail of a prehistoric plecostemos scouring the glass like a diligent janitor. “Miriam MacDonald.”


  He flopped onto a sectional sofa and patted the seat, fixing her with a broad smile. “You’re Belle. Miriam has told me so much about you.”


  Joining him in embarrassment, she made the obligatory sounds of humility. On cursory examination, Parr seemed barely thirty, with smooth baby skin, short brown hair, and one discreet gold earring. Yet the wisdom of his jade green eyes creased with laugh lines added years. His voice strong but sensitive, he betrayed no clinical confidences, merely assured her that Miriam would be glad to see her. “Keep the conversation upbeat,” he advised, picking up a clipboard as he looked at his Mickey Mouse watch. “She’s fragile, despite her bravado.”


  A door at the end of the lounge opened, and Belle blinked. Miriam seemed to have shrunk, or was it the loose outfit? Institutional food could be a turnoff. She should have hit Tim’s for...then hot tears ran down her face as they embraced.


  Belle looked into Miriam’s eyes, shadowed but unwavering. “Frail” could never describe her friend, but ten lost pounds had done a number. She shuffled for words, feared that she might stutter. “How are the meals? I’m sorry I haven’t sent...didn’t bring...”


  Miriam passed her a tissue from a handy box on the end table. “Wouldn’t you think of food before anything else? Let’s sit down. I haven’t been walking much.”


  They chose two armchairs with a view of the lake. From wall speakers, a Brahms string quartet played softly. “At least the music is decent,” Belle said, proceeding one baby step at a time. Should she even mention Melibee?


  “Ted’s idea. The classics are relaxing, at least to my age group. His sessions have helped a lot.” Her voice seemed vaguely slurred but under tight control. She wore cotton pants and a cardigan over a Shield University T-shirt with a toothy beaver brandishing a hockey stick. Miriam’s sense of humour hadn’t vanished, or was she merely prisoner of the random choices Belle had made when packing that suitcase?


  “Do you need anything else from the apartment?”


  “You did fine. Thanks for the clothes and quilting book. And those movie tapes.”


  Belle knew Miriam loved mysteries, and in haste that night, without a thought about her criminal situation, had selected more than one tale of vicious murder.


  Miriam held out one hand, straight except for a tiny quaver of the little finger. “Damn meds, a necessary poison, they claim. They give you something that makes you feel good when you have no right to. But every time I think about...” She swallowed and gazed toward the lake, where in the distance a cross-country skier forged along with a leaping black Lab. “My God! Where’s Strudel?” She choked back a sob. “What a mess I am.”


  Belle passed her the tissue box. “Your poodle is at my place. Eating like a stoat, or is it shoat? Probably both.” She neglected to add that Freya had shown the pup the miracles of birch bark toys, and that the little dog had added the bulk to her diet. “I’ll keep her for as...until your cranky alter ego surfaces, Madame Hostie. Now here’s the good news. Jesse’s back in harness. No sub for you, of course.”


  Miriam’s pale cheeks flushed, and she stared at the floor. “I’m ashamed to confess that I haven’t given the office a thought. What miracle brought her back from Israel?”


  Belle made the sign of the cross, then switched to a complicated star of David. “Loaves and fishes to follow after the news at five. She’s already logged two old dolls who want to dump the monster houses now that they’re widows.” Untrue, but it coaxed a smile from Miriam.


  Her eyes slightly pink at the corners but penetrating, Miriam took her hand in a rare gesture. “I didn’t do it. I couldn’t.”


  “Of course. You’re all bark and no bite.” She squeezed back, tallying the evidence that Miriam had been deeply disturbed. Forgetting the job Belle could understand. Sometimes she’d like to do the same. But the poodle? Were there hidden depths to her friend that she didn’t want to probe? Who had killed Melibee?


  At a nearby card table, where three people sat, a spoon clinked on a glass. A chubby woman in a sweater set with a string of pearls rose with a book in her hand. Lipstick had been clumsily applied in a clownish fashion.


  “Poor lady. She does this every day at the same time.” Miriam whispered as she cocked a surreptitious thumb at the audience, one snoring Afro-Canadian man, a spaced-out teenager, and a thin woman playing solitaire, her mouth working like a hungry bloodsucker.


  “Archibald Lampman’s ‘The City of the End of Things,’ 1895, a prophesy of environmental disaster. ‘Beware!’ ” the woman announced, clearing her throat. “ ‘All its grim grandeur, tower and hall,/ Shall be abandoned utterly.’ ” She paused and gestured toward a wall of grainy black and white photos of 1900 Sudbury, miners leaning on shovels by a slag pit, wooden hovels in the background and the rising smoke of open pit fires forming a hellish background. “ ‘Nor ever living thing shall grow, /Nor trunk of tree, nor blade of grass.’ ”


  Belle observed quietly, “The Chamber of Commerce wouldn’t like this performance after the regreening campaign. Who is this woman?”


  Miriam hid her mouth with her hand. “Bev Martin. High school English teacher. On stress leave in her thirty-fifth year on the job. Frankly, I think it’s going to be permanent.”


  With the final post-apocalyptic image of the poem in her head, the abandoned town guarded by a “grim idiot at the gate,” Belle found herself applauding, along with a few appreciative patients.


  Relieved for the moment at Miriam’s recovery, she returned to the office to find a banquet: chopped chicken livers, matzo crackers, pepper salad, and bananas from Costa Rica. “Union grown, of course. And here’s The Sudbury Star,” Jesse said, handing her the page with their ads. “I caught a typo. Something of interest on the front page, too.” Her wrinkled mouth twitched as she brought a steaming cup of herbal tea from an assortment of boxes by the abandoned coffee maker. Then she logged onto the computer, shoving Miriam’s foot roller aside with an annoyed look.


  Belle gulped at the “beadrooms” in one listing, then unfolded page one. “LOCAL INVESTMENT COUNSELLOR’S EMPIRE COLLAPSES,” it read. “Less like a house of cards than a mountain of matchsticks.” Melibee Elphinstone, found bludgeoned to death (three words always used together), had been operating a variation on a Ponzi scheme, placating older suckers with largesse from new fish, the article explained. Aside from a few flyers in risky software companies reduced to penny stocks thanks to the tech implosion, the tempting portfolios he had amassed were entirely fictitious. Over one hundred people, mostly pensioners, had entrusted sums reaching over three million dollars. Marilyn Rice, seventy-five, said, “He was the son I never had. I mortgaged my home and gave him everything.” As for the penthouse, it had been rented, along with his powder blue Lexus, and even the furniture and art. Belle bit her lip until it hurt. Her friend’s savings were gone. One hope remained. A brief examination of his records led investigators to believe that some assets might lie in offshore bank accounts in Turks and Caicos, sunny, impoverished islands which a few years ago had asked to be annexed to Canada, a consummation devoutly to be wished as far as many were concerned.


  She picked up the phone to call Steve for details and then decided to let him alone, declining to face another scornful refusal. Miriam would be released soon. What then? Between mouthfuls of the peppery pâté, full of minced onion and hardboiled egg, she summed up the situation to Jesse. “I know a few local lawyers,” she said, “but their focus is on civil cases, real estate lawsuits, not violent crime.”


  “Funny you should mention that,” Jesse said, finishing a cracker with a burp and patting her mouth, leaving large cerise lipstick blossoms on the serviette. “My great-niece Celeste in Ottawa...”


  Seven


  En route to Rainbow Country Nursing Home, Belle stopped at the former Granny’s Kitchen, now Our Place, a local restaurant in Garson, which changed hands, but luckily not menus, every few years. The new owner, an eager young woman with energy and optimism, had readied her father’s special order: minced chicken, gravy and mashed potatoes, cherry pie to follow.


  Juggling the styrofoam boxes, Belle navigated the well salted path to the two-storey residence, formerly a series of bachelor apartments. Unlike the impersonal high rises that warehoused Sudbury’s increasing elderly, Rainbow was frayed at the edges like an old carpet, but offered maximum personal care. Recently the Finnish community had bought in and begun renovating, adding a state-of-the-art tub room with mechanized hoists. Eventually all tenants would be relocated in the final expansion of their Minnow Lake retirement complex in town.


  “Rumour has it you’re an honourary Finn now,” she said to her father, spruce in a Blue Jays shirt and practical navy washpants.


  “Scot, Finn, same thick blood. Who else could stand the cold?” George Palmer answered, his handsome lips in a pout. “I thought you weren’t coming.”


  “I left word at the desk that Tuesday, Tuesday had been moved to Thursday, Thursday,” she said, wondering in the recent miasma if she actually had. Due to periods of confusion from small strokes known as TIA’s, followed by bills listing calls to Malaysia, Cape Verde and Tasmania (to congratulate Errol Flynn on his marriage to Lupe Velez, the Mexican Spitfire), he was no longer allowed a telephone. She tucked a handy bib under his chin, moving to the small bathroom to fill his mug with cold water. The cup portrayed him with arm around his zaftig Italian girlfriend in happier days in Florida. Mary LaGrotta wrote regularly with news of their Life Goes On social club, but it saddened Belle to think that they wouldn’t meet again. “I do pretty well, blizzards aside,” answered Belle.


  “Are you going to starve your old man?” he demanded, his thick white hair freshly cut and a tiny nick on his baby smooth chin, revealing a timely shave. Her regular visits moved him to the front of the crowded care line which stretched the vigilant staff, harsh logistics of an aging region and a health care system ravaged by conservative bean counters in the legislature at Queen’s Park in Toronto. Residents were allotted mere minutes per day with a qualified nurse.


  “Hold your horses, Gary Cooper! It’s barely high noon,” Belle said, opening the boxes and settling into a plastic scoop chair as he tucked in, filling the room with the fragrant aroma of gravy.


  His ever-present TV was blasting out a news show, so she lowered the sound to normal. Munching a bun filled with tender slabs of back bacon slathered with honey mustard, she noticed fresh paint and new tile in his room. Through the door ambled a plump bichon frisé, black nose testing the air. “Puffball. Hungry lad,” her father said, holding out one gnarly hand for a lick. “Nothing for you from this. We miss our shrimp.” After a recent, near-fatal choking incident, the legendary seafood delight had passed into history, but to him food was food, the more the better. Every meal her mother had ever placed on the table had been his favourite.


  “You probably fed him half your toast at breakfast,” she observed. The recreation director’s dog performed pet therapy duties and added casual cheer to the place, dancing to guard its feet from the shuffles of unsteady residents.


  Minutes later, after nearly inhaling the food and draining his cup, he blotted his mouth carefully and met her eyes with mild suspicion. “Cherry pie, like your mother’s?”


  “À la mode, Captain Bligh.” She cleared the laptop on the cruel but necessary gerry-chair-jailor that kept him from wandering and falling, shoved the trash into a wastebasket, and set up the dessert, mashing the crust into the ice cream as he drummed knobby fingers.


  “So why not Tuesday, Tuesday?” he asked, using the peculiar double language that often signalled increasing senility. Would a time come when they’d no longer be able to talk, much less reminisce about seeing “every film ever made,” his unchallenged boast? On the dresser was a snappy photo of himself and her mother, circa 1945. A tweed suit and briar pipe for him, an ocelot coat with padded shoulders and Andrews Sisters coiffured rolls for her.


  “A blip in my scheduling. Murder, for example.”


  “Murder most foul?” His shaggy eyebrows ruffled like fussy, albino bees at the prospect. “Do we need to call in Maggie Rutherford to comb for clues?”


  She laughed, recalling mutual delight at the beloved elderly English actress who moved like a bag of toys. Until he retired to Florida, his job as a theatre booker, a kid’s dream, had glued them together twice weekly for a sneak preview double feature in the company screening room. “I’m serious. The victim was Melibee Elphinstone. A...friend of Miriam’s. She’s my partner at work.”


  “At Harold’s business?” For a moment, she thought he might ask about his brother. Often his timeline warped, as he recalled Hitler invading the Sudetenland, but not the current Prime Minister. Still, many school children thought Canada had a president. His downcast eyes spoke more than words. “I forgot. He’s dead, isn’t he?”


  Not “passed on” or “gone to his reward.” At eighty-seven, in a speeded-up world where faces came and went, a room heavy with identity one day, vacant briefly the next, the silent but telling witness an empty row on the resident board by the nursing station, her father spoke without artifice. “I miss him, too. But Jesse will get us back on track,” Belle said. “Do you remember her?”


  He glowered, pounding the table until his mug spilled. “Ben-Gurion toss that uppity she-male out of Israel? Every time Harold had us over for holiday dinners, she’d start an argument. Civil rights, feminism, health care, American imperialism. Five opinions seven days to Sunday and never let a man get a word in edgewise. Don’t know how my sainted brother stood her.”


  “A bit outspoken for your pampered personality,” she observed, a smile flickering the corner of her mouth. Through the seven ages of man, all his needs had been attended to promptly, passed from mother to wife to girlfriend to her. When her mother had died and his abilities had flagged, she’d been lucky to arrange his quick return to Canada.


  “So don’t keep me in suspenders. What happened to the guy? Chopped up like Evelyn Dick’s poor husband? Jesus, she could still be on the loose.” Revving up his historical engine, he related for the umpteenth time how the torso of John Dick, railway worker, had been discovered in 1946 in Hamilton, followed by the corpse of a baby boy in their house. Evelyn had been sentenced to hang, but served little more than ten years, released with a new identity in 1958. Rumour said that she went on to enjoy a prosperous career as a businesswoman.


  “She’d be as old as you. Any new arrivals?”


  He did a double take, then read the humour in her voice and grunted.


  After listening to a synopsis about Elphinstone’s murder, none of the gore spared, he furrowed his broad, freckled brow. “And Miriam found the stiff. Saw plenty when I worked at the Toronto Morgue. First job at fifteen. Anyway, seems you need a handle on this Meli...whosit. Was he one of those?” He waved his hand theatrically. “Don’t want to say ‘gay,’ like in The Gay Divorcée. Fred and Ginger. Why do people wreck words by changing the meaning?”


  “Political correctness, Father. And speaking of words, as you recall, the original title was The Gay Divorce, but the Production Code forced a change.” Despite his refusal to adapt new jargon, he’d been a liberal parent. When she’d introduced Jim Chan, her prom date, he’d asked what church the boy attended, and when told Methodist, patted his brilliantined head.


  “Steve Davis, my friend on the force, will keep me up to date.” She doubted that but wanted to sound confident. He liked Miriam, who visited him on the rare occasions Belle left town for more than a weekend.


  “MacDonald. Another Scot. Pure as the driven snow. A scoundrel like that Elphinstone has 1001 enemies,” he advised as she kissed him goodbye. “Get cracking and sort them out. But I’m not so sure about Evelyn Dick. Remember that twenty you gave me for the haircut woman?”


  “I put it in your glasses case in your bedside table drawer.” He’d abandoned the spectacles and seemed to be able to read and watch television without them.


  “It’s gone.” He snapped his fingers.


  Belle nodded, saving his pride by not checking the drawer. Petty theft was not uncommon in a place where wanderers played pick-up-clothes, a reason for nametags on everything. The staff advised against leaving money in the rooms. “Let’s play it safe. I’ll drop off a cheque at the desk.”


  Belle passed down the hall, stopping to greet tiny Millie Richards, a sheaf of magazines under her arm. Her mother Fern was only sixty, but a diabetic who had recently lost a leg, leaving her unable to care for herself. Millie had despaired at having to put her into Rainbow, but with her own bad heart and her husband’s back injury, couldn’t handle the physical requirements. “Mom OK?” Belle asked.


  Millie closed her black peppercorn eyes with relief. “These people are angels. It was a good decision. Phil can’t lift more than a can of beans, and when I get home from my cashier job at Wal-Mart, neither can I.” She narrowed her eyes. “Say, did you read about that son of a bitch stealing from the old folks?”


  Belle swallowed a groan, the first aftershocks of Melibee’s fraud starting to bear human faces. Fern played rummy with her father. “Not your mother!”


  Millie nodded, her woollen coat nondescript brown like her sparrow face. “All she had. Dad’s insurance money. She bought promissory notes at twenty percent. When Phil rounded up her stuff for the tax man a few weeks ago, all hell broke loose. Instead of a private room like your dad’s, now she’s in a ward of four. Company, I suppose, but still...” Her eyes grew anxious, her voice confidential as she shielded her mouth. “Phil tried to find him at his office, but it was never open. He was so mad. God knows what he’d have done. Then we read about the murder. Good riddance.”


  Belle left with her father’s words echoing in her ears. One more suspect joined the ranks, despite his physical problems. Entering the van, she reached for a notebook and jotted Phil’s name.


  Later that night, Celeste Goldman’s pearl grey BMW 760Li pulled into Jesse’s driveway, and after introductions, Belle treated the women to Greek fare at Herc’s on Notre Dame. When Celeste removed her white Burberry trench coat, little remained except for six feet of skin, bone and sinew, her swanlike neck turning her short, blood-red curls like a beacon. She looked barely twenty-five and hadn’t stopped chewing gum since she arrived.


  All ordered the combo plate of souvlaki, rice and salad. Watching the lawyer tuck into the piles of food dispelled all thoughts of anorexia. A case of supermetabolism, a burning energy injected into her causes, perhaps. Jesse had said that Celeste had graduated at the top of her class and preferred justice over income, relishing high-profile pro bono cases.


  Belle savoured a succulent piece of marinated pork. Rosemary or marjoram? Then she offered a brief synopsis of events.


  “You’ve given me a start. I’ll talk to Miriam post-haste tomorrow,” Celeste said to Belle, her powder-white face a sharp triangle. “Then we’ll try to ascertain what evidence the police have and whether this is going anywhere. Even though she’s not charged now, forewarned is forearmed. And should it come to that, heaven forbid, they’ll expect us to plea bargain. Trials are expensive.”


  “What plea bargain? Aren’t you jumping ahead? I told you her prints were an accident. She’s 100% innocent. No possible motive.” Stated simply, believed on trust.


  Celeste finished her Coke and gave a sceptical snort. “Let’s be frank and waste nobody’s time. Clearly they were involved, as you admit. The police will be considering a lover’s quarrel, perhaps jealousy over another woman.”


  “Another...” Belle sat back in sudden uneasiness. What did she know about the man other than what the newspaper stated, and what Miriam had told her? Was there a third party? Those paintings certainly proved a fixation with youth. “I hadn’t...but that’s impossible.” She shook her head helplessly, aware of the self-serving logistical snares that cast innocent people into life sentences. David Milgaard, Donald Marshall, Steven Truscott. Some had served decades behind bars before being released after DNA tests or a review of the evidence showed a conspiracy to convict. Blinded by aggressive profiling, authorities made up their minds and tweaked the evidence to prove guilt. Could that nightmare happen to Miriam?


  Celeste scooped up the last rice grain and called for an order of baklava. “This is too simple a case. Ergo it’s complicated. No apparent witnesses. The woman just happens upon the body. Meshuga. Craziness. Glomming her hands on the murder weapon. Either she’s the stupidest person on earth, or—”


  Ergo nothing, you pompous egret. Belle leaned forward with a passion. “Pardon me, Celeste. Have you ever found a loved one with his head bashed in? With your harsh attitude, you may not be the right—”


  Celeste bared tiny, luminous white teeth. “With my objective attitude, I am the only choice. I chaired the Osgoode Hall Debate Team and never lost a match.” As she stuffed wads of Dentine into her mouth like priming a cannon, a cloud of cinnamon floated over the table. “Let me get...this...clear. She’s your goooood friend. Yada yada. How many times have I heard that?” Waving her hands, she spat out the words, her gum flying onto the table, where Jesse covered it with a serviette. “You say that it’s impossible for her to have killed Elphinstone. ‘Impossible’ is a very stupid word, because impossible it’s not. Forensics may not pinpoint the death beyond a few hours. The word you want is ‘improbable.’ ”


  Belle retreated for a moment, her face flushing as she considered the hard logic. “Under provocation, anyone can kill, I suppose. Self-defense, protecting a child.” Or dog. “But we were all heading for dinner. She was so happy that afternoon.”


  Celeste’s hazel, gimlet eyes narrowed in response. “Passions sparking expectations. Exactly. Who knows what went on in that apartment? But there is another possibility, that she killed him and has repressed it.”


  Though knowing that Miriam had become nearly catatonic, Belle resisted climbing onto this dubious bandwagon. “Never.”


  Celeste raised one long finger, the ragged nails bitten into the inflamed quick. “Absolutes are dangerous. Let me present the final option.”


  “Which is?” Belle watched Celeste’s slit peach mouth curl into a smirk like a wriggling question mark. Diners at a nearby table turned towards them in the lengthening silence.


  Jesse peered at her watch conspicuously and nudged her niece’s arm. “Get to the point. You always were a tiresome child, Celeste, leading everyone along the garden path while you concocted silly theories about Murder, She Wrote.”


  Celeste stuck out her tongue in a practiced gesture as her great-aunt rolled her eyes. “If she’s innocent, the timing was lucky for the murderer, or maybe someone knew Miriam was coming to Elphinstone’s. You were in his apartment. Did you notice anything unusual?”


  Other than the body and the murder weapon? Suddenly thrust into speculation, Belle squeezed her eyes together and summoned up a stage. A stately pleasure dome of gorgeous furniture, a fortune in artwork. Rented illusions. Wasn’t there a sideboard? “I saw an empty champagne bottle. Two glasses.”


  “Drank? Argued?” Celeste pulled apart her baklava like dissecting a sticky frog, shoving one crunchy portion into her mouth as the honey drooled. “Now that alcohol has entered the scene, her innocence is a crapshoot. Does she take drugs, too? We might be able to claim...”


  Eight


  Belle mopped up the last of the hummus and pita bread, saving on lunch costs thanks to Jesse’s generosity. “You’re putting in fifty-hour weeks. Saturday mornings, too. I wish I could compensate you.”


  Shifting her broad shoulders like an affronted wrestler, Jesse waved her off with a snarl. “How insulting, my dear young insouciant friend. Besides, the kind government pays me CPP for my years at Harold’s, plus four hundred a month for my wrinkles. What a country. No wonder the loonie’s lower than the peso. My Mother Jones and Ms. subscription renewals made me choke on my kishke.”


  “Speaking of money, I want to thank you for bringing Celeste here, but I can’t help wondering how she can afford to take these cases for free.”


  “Easy. Zeyde’s Kosher Foods. Her grandfather founded the company in 1890.”


  “I have some of their wieners in my fridge. So we’re talking about a meat-packing firm?”


  “Much more. Nearly anything can be kosher. Depends on the ingredients and preparation. Marshmallows have been a real sticking point because gelatin is an animal product. Zeyde’s pioneered the true vegetarian variety.”


  Her eyes watering from the hot sauce addition to the hummus, Belle reached for a tissue, noticing that a man-sized box had replaced her sixty-nine-cent one-ply specials. Meanwhile, Jesse put away the lunch paraphernalia and consulted a page in a battered address book. “I’ve been talking with my friends, those not yet planted in the marble orchard. Elphinstone’s name came up.”


  Belle’s heart sank at the additional pathos even as she welcomed the news. “Did they lose their money?”


  “Carol’s too smart for that. Maybe you can get some helpful information from her.” Jesse passed over a phone number.


  No time for that now, Belle thought. Then she swallowed her pride and called Steve. Since their last meeting, his mood hadn’t improved. “Of course, I want Miriam cleared,” he said sharply. “But as for turning over our progress to you, forget it.”


  Progress, she muttered, muffling the phone to mute her frustration. She bit back a snarl and moderated her voice to cajole levels. “Leak something. You know you want to. How about time of death?”


  His sigh blasted the lines. As if to escape, he commented, “Lunch. Wine. End of story. The body was still warm and pliable at seven when Miriam said she arrived.”


  Belle toyed with a pencil, her eyebrow arched for action. “Said? Are you—”


  “It’s not looking good. If she’s arraigned, there’ll be a bail hearing. Have you thought about that, or are you flying around half-cocked?”


  Images of sleazy bail-bond operations crossed her mind. Why hadn’t she seen any, even in Toronto? Belle’s cash register eyes blinked in cold fear. Miriam had only what investments she’d made with Melibee. And as for her own mutual funds in the toilet, cashing them in would cost a fortune, her evil imp whispered.


  Interpreting her quiet as acquiescence, he added in dark tones: “I’m wanted on another line. Butt out. Let us do the investigation.”


  Belle’s pencil snapped, catapulting over Jesse’s head like an orange rocket. “Into what? Sounds like you’re calling it open and shut. Don’t you have any other suspects?”


  “A lapsed insurance policy listed a wife. There’s no apparent will, so when we find her, under the law she inherits everything, whatever that is.”


  “A wife! He told Miriam the woman died years ago.”


  “Are you surprised at this seedy revelation? And what about that pit bull from Ottawa? Sudbury lawyers beneath you? Anyway, it’ll be months before this comes to trial, if it does.”


  “’If’ is right. There’s more out there, and I’m going to find it.”


  “Will you stop—” But Belle hung up, trumping his usual move.


  Between a tiresome visit to the Land Registry Office and an estimate for a potential client near the college, she sandwiched in a thought for the number one suspect on her list, Phil Richards, Millie’s disabled husband. The Richards lived on Lansing Avenue in New Sudbury. Here was a chance to learn if the man really were incapacitated. As an excuse for visiting, she purchased a jar of homemade red currant jam at Smith’s, a gourmet store with gold-plated produce and prices to match.


  Pulling into the drive, she felt uneasy at the absence of a car. Millie was probably at work. The walk was cleared, a snowblower tarped under a carport. From within the house, the bass thump of rap shook the walls. Tapping on the door brought no answer, and a path to the backyard was blocked by a four-foot pile of snow from a recently shovelled roof still heavy with ice dams at the sagging eavestroughing. Then she moved down the driveway, attracted by basement lights. Crouched like a homonculus in an effort to peer through one small, steamy window, she spied a man lying on a padded bench, hoisting massive free weights, a tape deck by his side. His age was indistinct, his head bald or deliberately shaved. On a large frame, he wore a bulky sweatsuit darkened by perspiration rings. When he frowned beetle brows and set his thick mouth into grunt mode in a last effort to lift, she declined to bang on the glass like a voyeuse. It wouldn’t have been the first time that a false disability claim had been made. In the Nickel Capital, some citizens lived a double life, prostrate during the day, conducting furtive business at night. Imagining frigid stakeouts, she was glad not to be a private investigator.


  As she left, she saw an older woman bumping a wheeled grocery basket down the slippery sidewalk. It threatened to topple and spill its burden. “Can I help you?” she asked.


  Minutes later, safely inside her tiny Cape Cod home, Thelma Parmalee insisted that Belle stay for hot cider. “The bus stop is so far down the block. I should have stocked up before the last storm,” she said, offering a plate of luscious shortbread dotted with hunks of semi-sweet chocolate.


  “Were you visiting the Richards next door?” she asked, smoothing a flowered full-apron like Belle’s Aunt Marian wore. Her stiffly permed hair exposed a baby pink scalp, and a hearing aid poked from one dimpled ear.


  “Millie’s mother lives in the same nursing home as my father,” Belle said, tasting the cider, clove floating on top. “I was going to drop off...tell her...about a group that’s forming to lobby for better nursing home standards.” And there must be one, she thought, pleased to be rolling in merry lies.


  “God, yes. I’m saving the pills. Got one of those Hemlock Society guidebooks,” the woman said with a firm expression on her apple-doll face. “Can’t walk, can’t think, good night, nurse. And no need for a prescription. Just ordinary across-the-counter medications in the right combination.”


  Belle wanted to tell her that the decision wasn’t so simple, that often the gradual diminishment dulled initial will, but she merely let the rich shortbread melt in her mouth. The double sweetness was as cloying as her rhetoric while she pursed her lips in empathy. “Naturally, Millie had no choice with her husband—”


  “Poor Phil. Hardly see him at all these days. Hires a young lad to do the blowing. That awful accident at the mill. Hurt his back on a winch going....” She emphasized the gruesome point with a snap of her fingers. A chiming clock on the mantel led Belle to finish her cup and attempt to rise, but the woman pushed forward more shortbread with a hopeful expression.


  “Lovely quiet neighbourhood,” Belle said, taking another piece. “I’m a realtor, always on the lookout.”


  “Is that so? I’ll keep you in mind. For my friends, of course. I’m going to live here until I die.” She fluttered a hand across her concave chest, looking out the side window to the Richards’ place, its Christmas icicle lights still dribbling from the eaves. “But it isn’t that quiet. I hear noises at night.”


  “Noises?”


  “Scraping. And then this morning, their roof was cleared. That boy shouldn’t have been up there in the dark. Suppose he fell.”


  Belle left the woman the jam and Phil on her list. Why had tiny bird Millie been so naïve as to make such an innuendo about revenge? Perhaps she feared Phil. Obviously, she trusted Belle, a mistake, with Miriam’s future at stake.


  Later that afternoon, shuffling a load of papers to the van, she noticed that it was vaguely lopsided. The illusion of drifts? She knelt and scraped away the snow, cursing as her hands stiffened with cold. The front left tire was flounder flat. Bad timing, but no great surprise. Refusing to pick her way around rocks on her unpaved road and risk a head-on collision from someone doing the same, Belle shredded a set of tires each year. In summer, she accepted this calmly, equipped with a lug wrench and pneumatic jack. Finger-breaking minus twenty-five windchill temperatures were another story. She went inside to dial CAA, drank the last coffee, and was on her way home in an hour, having dropped off the flat at Canadian Tire. “No nail,” the mechanic had said. “Maybe just a slow leak or an unsealed rim.”


  Her answering machine had recorded several hangups. Kids playing again, or those bothersome telemarketers? Twenty-four seven accessibility was paramount in her profession. Otherwise she’d get an unlisted number, even if Bell Canada charged extra. What a paradox: Nothing for something.


  “Only a short one,” she said to the dogs as she Velcro’d the pup into her Fido Fleece cape. With her hair growing rapidly, she looked like a ruffian. So much for easy care poodles. Self-preservation instincts guided her. Speed, agility, and barking, all designed to deter predators. In the house, however, these were banes, not gifts.


  Half an hour later, hiking up the snowshoe trail behind her house, they reached Chimbly Rock. From this pivotal overlook, featuring a six-foot outcropping of olivine diabase atop the granite bedrock, she could see her web of trails branching out below in all directions. The poodle began dancing, pawing icy feet. Belle knelt, placed it upside down on her lap and warmed the pads to release the painful chunks. Ice balls the size of marbles hung from the fur on her chest. “You have heart, but you can’t fight the climate. Pudel, originally ‘water dog’ in German, yes. Ice dog, no.” Freya raised a dark eyebrow in apparent disdain.


  The next day at work, Jesse took their ads to the newspaper. Running out of paper clips, Belle rummaged through Miriam’s desk. One drawer held a neat stack of unopened bills: phone, Hydro, cable. Often Miriam brought mail to the office and walked to the bank nearby. Canadians led the world in use of debit cards as well as visits to Internet porn sites. Peace, good government and a touch of magic fingers in the night.


  Rubbing her neck where a tight muscle throbbed, Belle added another chore to her growing list. Bills needed to be paid, but even close friends didn’t share PIN numbers. Perhaps she could fetch Miriam’s chequebook from the apartment. How helpless she must feel under sheltered care. One letter caught her eye. No return address, the front lettered in clumsy block fashion. A card? Miriam’s birthday was in early January, a stubborn Capricorn battling Belle’s frantic Gemini. Curious, she turned it over. Blank, and either the glue had loosened, or the envelope had been opened. Out of perverse curiosity, she drew out a plain piece of copier paper with a computer-typed message.


  
    Dec. 24


    You might be interested to no that Elfinstone is no angel. Do not give him any mony. He’s hurt a lot of people. He has a bad past history.


    Sincerely, a friend.

  


  Belle winced. The classic “a friend” letter, full of grammatical errors, too. Some jealous low-life lover of Melibee’s? Motive à la mode for an argument, if not more. The envelope was postmarked the day before the dinner that never was. She began fine-tuning computations. If Miriam had read it, either she was the world’s greatest actress, or she had received it upon arriving home from work late that afternoon. Had she confronted him and started a fatal fight? Why hadn’t she mentioned it? Paranoia set in, baroque twists and turns. Celeste marched into her mental sights, chewing her cud, suspicions confirmed. Duty called, “Show this to Steve.” Friendship whispered, “Burn this and burn it now.” How could Miriam explain such a disaster?


  The door let in a blast of cold air as Jesse returned, mukluks iced, her creased face chapped with wind. “SADD is setting in. What I’d give for a palm tree. It’s either a tanning salon or a set of those miracle lights.”


  Packing her attaché case, Belle said, “I’m off to the showing on Lake Penage. Wish me luck.” She’d keep quiet about the letter until she could talk to Miriam. That was only fair. Then she saw Jesse’s list of friends on the bulletin board, one lone tick next to a Melibee connection. “I never did contact Carol Snodgrass. I see by her phone number that she lives in Lively, on the way to my appointment.”


  Jesse’s lilac eyes sparkled through her oversized, tortoise shell glasses. “We used to go to Bingo One together. She could play two dozen cards. Never peel her from that farm until her cold, dead fingers stop milking. Bless her heart. I’ll tell her you’re coming.”


  Stopping to fill up at Petro Canada, Belle found the floor lever to the gas door rusted and immobile. She reached for a tire iron and gently pried it free. Much as she loved the vehicle, its idiosyncrasies were piling up. Despite the popular songs about white wonderlands and dancing snowmen, winter stretched people and machines to their limits.


  She took Route 17 west past the Copper Cliff INCO complex. A lucky meteorite, predecessor to Lake Wapiti’s, had spread its largesse millions of years ago, the riches discovered by railroad surveyors linking Canada in the 1880s. Without that giant metal gift package, Sudbury would be merely a northern extension of cottage country for souls hardy against blackflies and indifferent to the five-hour drive from Toronto.


  On Chilton Road in the Beaver Lake area, Carol Snodgrass owned a quaint century farmhouse with a glassed-in porch and a shiny red tin roof. Cheerful woodsmoke rose from the chimney. Overlooking acres of rolling farmland gone to pasture, the remains of a barn poked through the snow, hard-won stone foundation gleaned rock by rock from the rugged landscape when families numbered fifteen and counting. A trampled path littered with straw led to a shed the size of a garage. Wearing a sweater over patched denim overalls, Carol answered the door and presented Belle with a mug of hot chocolate.


  Ensconced in the generous kitchen, four times the size of hers, Belle savoured the cocoa. Carol was a chunky woman with long, white braids bound around her head like Heidi grown old. She displayed her hands, gnarled and reddened like turnip roots. “Seventy years of milking.”


  “You run a dairy here? I didn’t see any cattle.”


  Carol’s chin, downy with hair, bobbed as she chuckled. “Goats, my dear. We anticipated the value of their wholesome milk back in the Sixties. My parents sold to folks down south whose babies had allergies. Hardly a gold mine, but a nice living. Later teamed up with a New Liskeard firm to make cheese for the health food stores, fudge for tourists. Still keep three animals, more for company. One billy. Smelly devil, disposition of an asp, but does his job.”


  Belle peered at the rich brown froth in her mug, her stomach ready to lurch. “Is this—”


  “Cow’s milk. Doubt if you’d taste the difference though.” She looked at Belle pleasantly, her silence an expectation.


  “Tell me about Melibee. Jesse said you met him.”


  Carol propped her stockinged feet on a pressed-back kitchen chair and lit a corncob pipe, puffing out a cloud of fragrant cherry tobacco. “I didn’t lose a cent. Saw it coming.”


  “I wish everyone had.”


  She had given Melibee three thousand dollars, realizing five hundred in the first two months. Then the roof started leaking. “No problem getting it back. Smooth as silk. Madame this, madame that. Flatterer. I never married,” she said. “And I warned them.”


  “Warned...”


  “Ladies of the Club.” She rose heavily, adjusting her hip with a snort and lumbered to a small bookshelf, returning with a copy of the Beardstown Ladies’ Common-Sense Investment Club. “Terribly poor arithmetic, silly cows including monthly investments as profits. But it gave us a start.”


  “Where did you meet?” Belle asked.


  Carol waved her hand. “At each other’s homes. Just a get-together now and then. The word spread. A bit of an entertainment, too. A glass of blueberry wine, potluck. Livens up dark winter nights.”


  “How many women were involved?”


  Carol tapped out the pipe into a glass ashtray as a giant tomcat leaped up and settled in on her lap, kneading its paws on her thick, hand knit sweater. She slapped it gently. “Men need a firm hand. That billy of mine ate...well, let’s see. Our group had twelve, never less, never more. Kind of like the apostles, except that the members came and went.”


  Belle laughed. “Apostles of commerce. A modern concept.”


  “I don’t think our Lord forbade making a fair profit. But the ladies got a bit greedy. That’s how Melibee came in.”


  Carol couldn’t remember which woman had brought him. Apparently the club had disbanded well over a year ago after the downturn in the economy. Of the names she recalled, several had died, three had moved out of town, two were in nursing homes, and the rest were no longer listed in the phone book. “Perhaps Hilda has some ideas,” she said, giving her one address.


  Belle wiped a hand across her sweaty face as she left the warm farmhouse and returned to the blast of wind across the fields, wondering if Carol had considered joining the city in its latest initiative to start a wind farm, a ripe concept for the frozen landscape.


  The Lake Penage appointment turned out to be a wasted trip. Expecting a turn-key, year-round operation at a bargain price, ninety thousand for a two-bedroom home with a boathouse, the well-dressed, newly retired couple had not anticipated the need to install a buried, heated waterline. They exchanged nervous glances about the extra expense of upgrading the septic system as well. “A holding tank is fine for summer use,” Belle confessed, aware of the penalties of keeping dark secrets. “A bed will run you close to ten thousand, but it’s a good invest...” Having already buttoned his black leather jacket, the man left the kitchen, and marched back to a Lincoln Navigator the size of Manhattan, his wife staring open-mouthed at the peeling cupboards, circa 1940, complete with a tin flour bin and a sifter.


  Back in Sudbury by nightfall, Belle stopped at Black Cat Too, her favourite magazine haunt with the happy addition of a café. Brave folks to stock a cosmopolitan selection to compete with the Chapters-Indigo chain. They filled their walls with local art, this month photographic collages of stately head frames, standing on mine sites in strange dignity, cathedrals of the North. She ordered a peppery Creole jambalaya and began reading Toronto Life, wondering if she’d ever find time and money to zip down for a cultural infusion of food, films and faces.


  In search of some papers before heading home, she drove to the office, pleased at the wink of recently installed motion sensor lights. Two families with hockey youngsters lived in adjoining houses, but tonight their windows were dark, perhaps because the Sudbury Wolves were playing the Soo Greyhounds at the arena. As she got out of the van, she noticed odd tracks crossing the backyard, half-covered in fresh snow. They led to a far corner near a knobby caragana bush, where a monster 800 CC Yamaha snowmobile was parked. Broken down? Some nerve to be tooling around town, even on back streets. If it wasn’t gone in the morning, she’d call the police.


  Inside, she thumbed the files, her breath short of frosty. Following routine, Jesse had set the furnace to 12°C to save on heat. Turning out the light to leave, she stopped like a spotlighted deer, her heart beating castanets. From a tiny lounge in the rear, where she and Miriam parked their feet on a slow afternoon, she thought she heard a floorboard squeak, a footstep. Or was it upstairs? She rented a one-bedroom apartment with a separate entrance to absent snowbirds. The Rileys had left for their time-share in Orlando before Christmas. Could they have returned due to health problems? Where was their car?


  Suddenly Belle wished she could rewrite Canada’s gun laws. The older and weaker you are, the bigger the weapon. Virile youths could lob ping pong balls. Issue her an Uzi. When a masculine “oof” followed, she reached for a wicked pair of scissors, then recoiled. Could she really stab someone? All that blood on the carpet? Wouldn’t it be cleaner and safer to bang the intruder on the head? In the confusion she could...Logistics flashed through her mind. Fifteen feet to reach the door and run down the block to the police station. No time. Whisper quiet, she eased open the utility closet and grabbed a heavy mop.


  In the doorway, a huge figure reared up. Karloff’s Frankenstein monster, massive shoulders, thick neck (was that a bolt?), trunkish legs inching forward, one dragging. Under an arm, a second head. As she took her last breath, it straightened, gave a salute and announced in a gravelly voice, “Jack MacDonald at your shervish.” Then it fell forward on the floor, avoiding facial reconstructive surgery by landing on the mop.


  Nine


  Jack MacDonald was Miriam’s ex-husband, whom Belle had met years ago at Rosanne’s high school graduation. After losing his job as a heavy equipment operator at Falconbridge, INCO’s little brother mining company, he’d left her with ten-year-old Rosanne and gone north to work in the Kidd Creek mines in Timmins. Jack was an alcoholic, charming one minute, blotto the next, never abusive, but hardly reliable. Miriam admitted that he’d managed regular child support, never missed his ladies’ birthdays and sobered up enough to treat his daughter each summer to the Country Funfest or a trip to the Shania Twain Centre.


  Tossing off her coat and juicing the furnace, Belle brewed a pot of industrial strength coffee. Then she poured cold water onto his face and waited until he struggled to his feet and headed for the bathroom. Returning in a few minutes, he heaped his massive snowmobile suit on the floor along with a Darth Vader helmet, leaving him in a grimy sweatsuit over long red underwear. As they sat, Jack ran fingers though his thick brown hair, then asked permission to smoke.


  Belle passed him an empty spring water bottle for an ashtray. “I gather that’s your Yamaha outside.”


  Jack drained the cup and reached for more from the pot on the end table. “Nice, eh? Does she ever ride smooth. Beat my ass all the way from Timmins this morning with nothing in my stomach but a handful of jerky. Man, I could eat a moose raw.”


  “That’s two hundred miles.”


  “Damn sight longer following the pole line. The OPP don’t like fancy machines on the highways. Easy enough to get to Mimsy’s apartment from the Garson trails, but I had to wait until dark to come here the back way by Junction Creek. Crossing LaSalle was murder. Good thing I know the tricks. Where the hell is she, anyway? Doesn’t answer the door, and her old beater’s buried under a ton of snow.”


  Belle waved her hand to dispel the fumes of cheap rye, spying an empty Canadian Club mickey under the sofa. “You were drinking on the way? Miriam said you lost your license for that.”


  “Naw. Only after I got here.”


  “And while we’re on the subject...”


  Standing up and stretching, he cocked a scarred thumb toward the bathroom, and Belle remembered the ancient double-hung window with a latch loose since Prime Minister MacKenzie King held policy seances with his dead mother, his dog, or both. “You need a security system. Except what kind of idjit would break into a realty office? Sounds like a bad movie.”


  As he barked out a laugh, she smiled in spite of herself at the absurd scene. “Are you crazy?”


  “Maybe I am. Mimsy threw me out years ago, after that business with the...forget it. But I never stopped loving her. Nobody else—”


  “Could have put up with you.”


  In a boyish gesture, one large toe sticking though his heavy work sock, he pawed the carpet lightly, his bittersweet chocolate eyes, bloodshot from wind, reflected a rare candour. His rough voice softened. “What can I do to help?”


  Belle looked at Jack. How old was he? Raw-boned, smelly as hell, turning the room into a boxing gym. “We have to get you a place to stay.”


  “Hell, take me to the Ledo. I feel at home there instead of at a fancy hotel. Money’s no problemo.” He pulled out a wallet stuffed with bills, none smaller than fifty. “Number Two shaft’s shut down for three weeks, so I’m on the loose.”


  A loose cannon, Belle thought.


  Over a massive late or early breakfast at Connie’s on the Kingsway, eight slices of bacon, four eggs, home fries and platters of toast, Jack got the details about Miriam’s situation. His eyes wandered to the buxom waitress, whose charms between waist and chin made carrying trays an effort.


  “Did Miriam ever talk about Melibee?” Not that Belle felt close to a man she’d never met, but “Elphinstone” was a mouthful.


  “Mimsy didn’t get personal. Mostly we discussed Rosanne, financial arrangements. As for the guy, I read the papers like everyone else. Geez, last time I was down here, the kid and I were picking blueberries.” He lit a cigarette from an odd red pack with the brand “Smoking.” “So when can I see my old lady?”


  Belle paused at the irony, hoping that Miriam bore her title with humour. “The question is, will she want to see you? We need to break this gently.”


  “Let this son-of-a-gun do his job. Christ on a crutch, I’ll have her in stitches in no time. Did you hear the one about the mucker who brought a bilingual gerbil to work?”


  Ten


  As it turned out the next day, Miriam was not only back to normal, she was ravenous. As a diversion suggested by Dr. Parr, Belle took her to lunch at Pat and Mario’s. Inhaling deep draughts of air, Miriam nearly skipped from the parking lot, saying hello to everyone she met, greeting surprised strangers with a jubilant smile.


  At the restaurant, along with their order, she insisted on a bottle of Beaujolais now that her meds were discontinued. Belle sipped her wine without savour, then picked at a BLT salad, afraid to broach the subject of the letter. She had settled the bill problem by collecting a few signed cheques, heard Miriam’s opinion on the latest fracas with the Leader of the Opposition, been questioned thoroughly about Strudel’s appetite (ate two ladybugs, but no sign of new teeth), and learned the family history of every employee at the San.


  Miriam ate with gusto, drizzling the Sicilian pizza with basil-flavoured olive oil and polishing it off along with a side order of flame-broiled Brie with raspberry compote. “Celeste is confident that this won’t get to court. She’s had several productive conferences with the Crown Prosecutor.”


  When Belle mumbled something non-committal, Miriam balled up her serviette and stared across the table. “What’s the matter? You never leave anything on a plate. It’s been tough, I know, even with Jesse, but another couple of weeks and business as usual. If it’s me you’re worrying about, don’t. I’m sleeping like a baby.”


  Belle set aside her salad, motioning for the waitress to clear the table. Sleepwalking sounded more apt. This buoyant denial was worse than the catatonia. “I hope so, Miriam. But remember that someone did k—”


  “Why would I have killed the man I loved? Not since Jack...” For a moment her eyes brimmed, and she wiped them, regaining her composure.


  Belle pulled out the letter, shoving it across the table. “This is why.”


  Lifting her chin to squint through her bifocals, Miriam scanned the lines and dropped the paper as if it had anthrax spores. “I never read this poison. Pure slander, not to mention the atrocious grammar. It speaks for itself.”


  “The postmark is just before he...” And hardly slander, she thought, more like an accurate assessment.


  “Are you going to give this to the police?” Miriam reached for the wine bottle, then pulled her hand away. A positive gesture, even if only an inch remained.


  “Of course not. I’m your friend, not your judge. We’ll hold onto it for a while, say it got buried in your mail. Now listen, how would you feel about a visitor later this afternoon?”


  The Ledo Hotel, with its tough biker bar, sat downtown on a triangular block by the old train station. “Hey, Lady, how’s about you and me...” Without breaking stride, her face impassive, Belle charged past a stubby bearded man bracing himself against the brick wall. Seconds before, he’d been facing it, and a large wet stain confirmed his activities. Confidence was the best defense in the urban wilderness. Show any weakness, and the prey drive emerged. Tempted to pick up a cardboard box of empty Labatt’s bottles for the cash return, Belle rounded the corner and opened a metal door marked “rms.”


  A set of creaky stairs led to the second floor, and she walked down the dark hallway, a fifteen-watt bulb shadowing the peeling wallpaper. Wrestling posters were glued to the wall as if to disguise the cracks and discolorations. Sounds of raucous music vibrated the floor from below. For a moment, she imagined the speckled black linoleum tiles shifting like dominoes. Maybe she should have offered to let Jack stay at her place, but then how would he get to town? She knocked three times.


  Showered, shaved to within an inch of his life, barbered into a razor cut, and dressed in clean jeans, turtleneck, boots and a parka from Mark’s Work Warehouse, Jack resembled an older brother of Rosanne’s. He gave a self-appraising whistle as he patted Calvin Klein’s Infiniti onto his smooth olive cheeks, his chin complete with a Cary Grant dimple. Rough trade or not, he was nowhere near Miriam’s fifty-five. “How old are you, anyway?”


  “What’s your guess, darlin’?”


  “Don’t flirt.”


  After Belle gave a withering glance to his first choice, a Molson Canadian from a six-pack keeping cold on the window sill, he popped a Pepsi. “Let’s see. I flunked out of high school, lied my way into a job at the Levack Mine at sixteen, only a gofer at first—”


  “Short version, puh-lease. I’m not your biographer.”


  His eyes grew hazy and fond. “Nineteen when I married Mimsy. Just old enough to drink. She must have been thirty-five, no, four. We met at the movies. One of the Rockys.” He lifted his arms in a gesture of triumph.


  Images flooded Belle’s mind. From Jack to Melibee was a quantum leap. But Jack represented stability, a link to the past. “You’re here to perk her up, give her a strong shoulder. Tell her you’ll talk to Rosanne. But keep it light.”


  He pointed to a phone card on the dresser. “Already did that. We’re a united front. Mimsy brought her up real good.” He stuck out his bottom lip and crushed the pop can between his hands. “I was a loser as a husband.”


  “Just be a friend.”


  “I never stopped.” His voice was deep as a mine shaft, resonant and steady. Clapping her on the shoulder, he grabbed his coat. “Now let’s roll, partner.”


  Jack made her stop at Helvi’s nearby for a dozen red roses, then insisted that they drive to Huckleberry’s on Regent St. for chocolates. “Lots of those. Then them pink ones. Rosanne said they’re Mimsy’s favourites,” he said at the counter, bending and dodging as he pointed. Next he turned to Belle with an ingenuous grin and peeled another fifty from his wad. “You pick out some, too, for being a pal.”


  She resisted for two seconds, then choose amaretto and hazelnut truffles from the Belgian delicacies. If she didn’t demolish them, Jesse would enjoy the rest.


  After dropping Jack off at the San, assured that he could manage the busses, she returned to work.


  “Shall I send out cheques for these bills?” Jesse asked, popping a proffered candy into her mouth.


  Belle did quick, despairing calculations on her mental cash register, running short with property taxes coming up. She sighed in resignation, ashamed to enter the land of the insolvent. “Let them slide for now. There will be a late charge, but maybe in a couple of weeks...”


  As she went to her van an hour later, she stopped cold, her eyes widening at the shattered windshield. Instinctively, she looked up, but saw no broken cottonwood branches. The circular spiderweb suggested that someone had smashed a large rock against the driver’s side. Snow on a pile of patio stones from the property next door seemed disturbed by rummaging. What next for protection? Fake cameras under the eaves?


  Seething, she stomped back inside and leafed through the Yellow Pages. “My windshield’s broken. Vandalism. I’ll head over to Apple Autoglass. Then will you lend me the Bonneville? It shouldn’t take more than a day. I’ll pay your taxi fares.”


  “Things haven’t changed. Damn hooligans,” Jesse growled. “Still, it’s better than suicide bombers.”


  Counting the free ride back to the office against the two hundred deductible, Belle wondered if it hadn’t been bad strategy to keep her business downtown. Tel Aviv it wasn’t, nor did shopkeepers roll down metal awnings, but there were warnings that times were no longer as innocent as when The Globe and Mail newspaper boxes used an honour system. Panhandlers as young as fifteen sat on street corners. The Royal Bank piped Mozart symphonies onto the sidewalk to discourage them. Perhaps the new YMCA would upgrade the neighbourhood, despite the nearby pawn shops and cheque-cashing outlets on Brewster.


  She shrugged, momentarily charmed by the sight of a young man walking a dopey Lab and a young shepherd-cross which reminded her of Freya. “They’re friendly,” he said. “Pet them if you want.” Stooping to stroke their fur, she sensed a trap. “Spare change for some kibble for the dogs, lady?” he asked pleasantly. He wore a warm green canvas Hydro parka, corduroy pants and felt-pack boots, but cheap clothes were plentiful at the Goodwill. She’d bought a nearly-new pair of Buffalo jeans for $5.00.


  “Sure,” she said, hauling out a ten-dollar bill. While she resisted beggars, dogs were a soft spot.


  He swept a royal bow, doffing his Sudbury Wolves hat for good measure. “Mutt and Jeff thank you, and so do I.”


  As he turned to leave, she had a thought. “Pardon me, but have you been walking in this area within the last hour?”


  “Buddy of mine has a basement room on Pearl Street where he lets us warm up. He ain’t home yet, so we been doing laps. Six times at least around the block on and off.”


  “Did you see any kids nearby?”


  “In school now, unless they’re playing hookey like I did. But there was a cop, hanging by the meters.” He scratched his head as he walked away, pulled by the dogs interested in a chittering squirrel. “Funny, ’cause I didn’t see no ticket book.”


  Belle wondered where he would stay tonight. Shelters didn’t take animals. The homeless, several hundred if the papers were right, vanished in Sudbury winters, knowing that minus thirty-five would freeze them without mercy, despite sleeping bags passed out by workers and packing crates stuffed with rags. No cozy heating grates like in Toronto. Perhaps above one of the sleazy stores on Brewster, provided that the landlord turned a blind eye.


  That evening in the boatlike Pontiac, its rear window sticker reading, “A woman is like a tea bag. If you want to know how strong she is, put her in hot water,” she swooped home with aplomb. Jesse’s tape player screamed klezmer music, woowoo violins and snickering clarinets dancing horas to accompany the Northern Lights. With the car gripping Edgewater Road like a lynx, she accelerated on the swamp flats, then rounded a corner, appalled to see a cow moose ambling a hundred feet ahead, followed by last year’s calf the size of a small buffalo. She swerved, hit a patch of black ice and fishtailed wickedly, ending up with her rear wheels dipping into the icy ditch.


  She got out with a disgusted “Sacrifice!” and gave the car a once-over, assuring herself that any minor scratches could be erased with rubbing compound. Then she put on her coat and started breaking small branches with her bare hands. A bad time, seven at night when everyone was warm and safe at home. Without the van, she didn’t have her emergency kit, which every sane Northerner carried. Candles and chocolate had a new meaning when you were trapped in a car waiting for rescue. With a cushion of pesky alder branches for purchase, she skewed back onto the road with surprising ease, remembering that Jesse kept three hundred pounds of sand in bags in the trunk.


  Eleven


  Quiet as a nun tiptoeing to darkling matins, the snow had deposited another foot. Belle’s chimney was clogged again, refusing to draw and leaving the wood smouldering through the keys. A whisper beyond daybreak, she went to the boathouse and grabbed her equipment. Sixty-six dollars a shot was a hard bite as long as she had the muscles and balance to climb a ladder and plunge four interlocking fibreglass poles and a round metal brush through twenty feet of insulated pipe. “Don’t look down” was good advice. Minutes later, the reaming was finished. Giving a steely swipe to the heavily-creosoted metal cap, she reaffixed it, tossing the cumbersome poles into the yard, where they landed near the old outhouse, which had survived the demolition of the original cottage. Then she turned to make her perilous way down the snowy roof, always the worse trip.


  Suddenly she heard a truck backfire and saw Ed clearing her plowline. She sent Freya from the yard to the safety of the deck, hoping that the poodle would follow that tempting tail. By the time she had descended, he had made his first bumpy pass down the drive and leaned out his window. The pup set up a racket that ear plugs wouldn’t solve, darting at the tires and retreating.


  “My stack’s as stuffed as Hélène’s cabbage rolls. How much you charge?” he asked.


  Chasing the poodle up the stairs to safety with a threatened kick, she laughed. Then a thump made them turn. A grouse had flown into a back window and lay flopping by the mugho pine in the flower bed. “Ring its neck!” called Ed.


  Belle walked forward tentatively, peering at the sad, feathery mess, its plumage subtle rainbows of brown, black, and taupe. “Stunned, maybe. I’ll put it in the ash bucket to keep the dogs away. Perhaps it will recover. Sparrows often do.”


  Ed blew out a contemptuous laugh and swivelled the plow. Half an hour later, Belle returned to a stiffening corpse, its purple pigeony feet pointed skyward. “Stand back and watch an old bushman do the job,” Ed said, getting out of the truck with a cocksure expression, only a trace of a limp revealing his recent hip replacement. “This works great.”


  He grabbed the limp body, placed his boots on the wings, and pulled the feet. The skin slid off in one fell swoop, followed by a neat gut bag. With two fingers he snapped off the neck, biffed it into the brush and handed the results to Belle.


  “Yuck. The feet are still attached.”


  Ed relit the stub of his cigar with a smirk. “Hell, I’m a hunter, not a butcher.”


  After another visit with Miriam, Celeste called an intelligence meeting at Jesse’s late that morning. “The autopsy report’s been released. A skull fracture with that statue caused a massive haemorrhage. He was hit from behind and died in minutes.”


  Belle asked, “Miriam found him at seven. How long had he been dead?”


  Celeste shrugged. “Corneas clear, no rigor, the body still warm. The super saw him get his mail around two. Probably a goner a couple of hours when Miriam arrived. One odd thing.”


  Belle finished the rich eggnog Jesse had whipped, savouring the dribble of rum to ward off colds. “This case has been odd from day one.”


  “The wine glasses left the police curious.” While they exchanged glances, she punched numbers into her Palm Pilot, squinted, then consulted alternate screens.


  Jesse rapped her bony shoulder. “We have work to do, girl. Get to the point.”


  “His prints were on both champagne glasses. Along with some smears on the stem of one.”


  “He drank both himself?” Belle asked.


  Celeste’s plucked eyebrow arched like a bridge over troubled waters. “Obviously you lack the suspicious mind of an investigator. Stick to real estate.”


  “You’re the boss.” So far, she thought, bridling at the affront but reminding herself that the woman hadn’t asked for a retainer. Still, a free bad lawyer wasn’t as helpful as an expensive good one.


  “There’s powerful deception here. Much more devious than wiping the glasses. It is possible to drink from champagne flutes with the tips of your fingers, like this.” She mimed the arch action, holding only the stem. “Then a little smush as the fingers fall away, and presto. No usable prints.”


  A thin line between idiocy and genius. Nodding, Belle changed the subject. “So when you saw Miriam, was she in good spirits?”


  “Actually, she’s a bit upset.”


  “Her release has been delayed?”


  “Dr. Parr is hopeful for next week. There is something else. Apparently she’s getting visits from Elphinstone’s disgruntled clients. They saw her name in the paper, connected the financial dots, and are convinced that she’s holding the numbers to Swiss bank accounts.”


  “That’s absurd!” Belle exchanged glances with an astounded Jesse, her mouth forming a wrinkled O.


  “The staff has been alerted, so she won’t be bothered again. Despite the procedures, a few sneaked by. It’s not a prison, after all.”


  “Any descriptions?” Belle thought about her list.


  “The women were more pathetic than threatening. They’re both over eighty, and one used a walker. But some guy built like a wrestler came up the back stairs. It took several aides to haul him off. They would have pressed charges, but he ran away.”


  “Sounds like Phil Richards,” Belle said. Shy little Millie’s husband.


  With a frown, Celeste stopped chewing, disgorged a gum wad like a cud, pooted it into the wastebasket and popped four more Chiclets. “Now you’re telling me. Who is he?”


  Getting the details, Celeste was sceptical. “It’s pretty bold for a murderer to harass in public, unless that’s a ruse. From what you say, he hardly seems that bright.”


  “So let’s look elsewhere. Steve mentioned an ex-wife.”


  “Frankly, I like women for this kind of explosive attack. Hell hath no fury. Pick up the nearest object and whammo. Still, Miriam says she found Elphinstone dead, and as her attorney I have to believe her.” She scratched a pimple on her nose. “The wife’s name is Debby Wiley. They separated ten years ago. Very strange that they didn’t divorce, though. Could mean she still cared for him. Or that he refused to file the papers.”


  “Any leads? An address?”


  “The police are still looking. Kind of a lowlife. Used to be an exotic dancer.” A snort underlined her scepticism about the profession. “Maybe she’s left the area. It is suspicious. Cui bono as we say in the law.”


  Later, with the van repaired, Belle met Jack for coffee in the glass-boothed incubator smoking room at the Tim’s on Regent. So far as she could smell, he hadn’t been drinking. He told her that the meeting had gone well, that he had Miriam laughing with his jokes. “I called Rosanne again, like she asked. Mimsy said to keep it upbeat, not even mention the possibility of a trial. I gotta go along with that.”


  “I wonder if we dare tell Miriam about Melibee’s wife,” she said, after she related the latest developments and stirred her coffee with a vengeance. “This could be the break. Spousal murders are common.”


  “Man, you are so right. Guy I know went bananas and pushed his old lady over a railroad trestle on a snowmobile trip. Right in front of a freight train. During the day shift, she’d been drilled by every miner in town.” His mulish laugh drew a grin from a grizzled man eating his way through half a coffee cake. “Got off on a manslaughter charge, though.”


  “We have to find Debby Wiley. She used to be an exotic dancer,” Belle said, as he lit a cigarette with a Ledo matchbook, his pupils dilating in sudden interest. “Since you’re a barroom regular, here’s some fieldwork you’ll enjoy. Just stick to ginger ale.”


  He winked at her, flashing the limp cigarette erectile dysfunction picture from the Smoking pack, a native-produced product eight dollars cheaper per carton. “You got the right man. This case is like a mine full of stope rats. But I never stepped in one yet.”


  She cocked her head at the odd preposition. “In? How do you step in a rat?”


  He choked in the middle of inhaling and fumbled at the coffee cup. Tears washed down his face before he regained control. “Good thing you’re not on my shift. Stope rats are what guys leave when they’re too lazy to hit the can.”


  Later that night, as she pulled into her drive, Belle frowned at the blackness. Only the phosphorescent radiance of the full moon escaping from scudding clouds allowed her to make her way up the icy steps to the deck. Slipping on the slick cedar planking, she fell to her knees. Surely all four floodlights hadn’t burned out. As the dogs pranced out to the yard, an examination with the maglite from the van showed that the bulbs had been smashed, possibly with a shovel used to scatter stove ashes on the drive for traction. It lay out of place near the woodpile, where her splitting axe was embedded in a chunk of maple as a more cogent message.


  Belle had little appetite for dinner, settling for comforting tomato soup made with milk. The few Ritz crackers she managed tasted like sand. Adding a sinister atmosphere was Charles Boyer driving Ingrid Bergman to madness in Gaslight, his neat French moustache assuming a threatening look when that worm-like pulse in his forehead throbbed. Things that go bump in the night. The tire, the windshield, now her own sanctuary, closer and closer like a shark smelling blood. Her throat dry and tight, she swallowed a lump the size of P.E.I.


  Wrapped in a garbage bag in the joists of the laundry room was a twelve-gauge shotgun, still unregistered. Like many Canadians, she resented the forty-dollar cash cow fee. Freya was the best insurance, but she couldn’t accompany her mistress around town like a guide dog, nor could Joseph Cotten charge to the rescue. As she refilled the stove, despite the blast of heat, Belle shivered, facing the vulnerability of a woman living alone in the bush, no winter neighbours for a quarter mile. First, she would take precautions. Lock the house, then find out who was doing this. Only one wine connoisseur came to mind.


  Twelve


  A police officer, for God’s sake. First my van, then the house. Can’t you...” Belle’s voice broke from frustration, and she shredded her paper Tim’s cup into confetti, ignoring the “Roll-Up-The-Rim” contest and hardly noticing as the impromptu wedding shower fell onto the desk.


  Steve gathered the pieces, palming them into an overflowing wastebasket, leaving one scrap, which he inspected. “Hey, you won a muffin. Now calm down and start from square one.”


  She pocketed the token and tried a deep breath, letting palpable silence order her mind. Listening to her story with charitable frowns and nods, he sat at a familiar battle-scarred command post in the bowels of the new police building in the Tom Davies Square Complex. All of the museum pieces which served as furniture had been faithfully transferred from his former office. Judging from the desiccated shards of lettuce on plates heaped in the corner, he’d tried to upgrade his diet with an occasional veggie combo, but pizza cartons outweighed the Subway wrappers. File cabinets were layered back to the Pleistocene in paperwork, and the wall displayed countless pictures of Heather, but conspicuously, none of wife Janet. Their marriage had as many potholes as post-war Berlin. “Brian the Dipper’s undercover more times than out. Probably swings both ways.”


  She tried to sit forward in reply, but surrendered to gravity, adjusting herself around a new broken spring in the massive leather easy chair, yards of duct tape rendering the colour more grey than chestnut brown. “Swings both...well, he sure—”


  “Not like that. I’m talking corruption. Couple of years ago, he took a questionable transfer from Toronto. You know the rumours about that force. The union’s stronger than the US marines. Must have been a super bad boy.” His dark brow contracted. “You could file a complaint, but frankly—”


  “Right. No witnesses. No fingerprints. No DNA.” Belle’s spine felt an icy spear thrust. Dangerous animals should be left alone, and usually preferred it. Unlike the bears in her territory, though, Brian wasn’t spending the winter in a den. Steve had always been her Superman, but he wasn’t a bodyguard. Was she asking too much? “You don’t have to accuse him directly, just let on that you’ve heard about my problems.”


  “I can see that you’re scared, and that’s a first for you.” He rose slowly and put a hand on her shoulder, calming her heart. “Is ‘lean on him’ the right phrase?”


  She breathed a sigh of relief, ashamed that she’d worried about seeking help. Big brother, younger or not, would come through. “That’s all I ask. Forgive my barging in. You have a job to do, and here I am bother—”


  “You sound humble for a change. Work on that.” His eyes crinkled, a glimmer of amusement passing his stoic copper-coloured face, then seriousness. “You must be upset because I haven’t heard a word about Miriam. You’re not planning anything questionable, are you? She has counsel, and you don’t want to spoil the case.”


  “Business as usual.” Still winding down from her distress, she wiped the corner of her eye, a traitor to her casual posture as she stood.


  She left with the feeling that Brian would get the message, lick his emotional wounds or do whatever men did, and find another target. Maybe the next woman would be smarter, practiced in the art of fending off the affections of a testosterone factory without angering the foreman. Too much to hope that he’d be leaving town soon, or that she wouldn’t see him again. Under the constrictions of winter, Sudbury was small enough that you couldn’t even park without notice, let alone hide.


  Meanwhile, she had an appointment with a Lady of the Club Carol had mentioned. Hilda Maenpaa lived in an apartment at the Finlandia Hoivakoti Nursing Home Complex in the Minnow Lake area. On the large grounds, a half-scale Scandinavian style church, its neat white clapboard pushing up a steeple, stood proudly, lending an old world flavour, as if Pastor Max Von Sydow were about to summon parishioners in medieval cini-Europe. She rang the buzzer at the ground floor apartment. In a spotless dirndl apron, Hilda greeted her, a trace of flour dusting her pointed chin. “Just in time. Pulla is fresh hot from the oven.”


  Only too happy to cooperate as she set out plates and cups, the wiry woman said that she’d belonged to the club more for social reasons than financial gain. As she sat in a maple rocker, leaving Belle a comfortable loveseat, she explained that her husband had died after their savings had vanished into expensive medical treatments. “Arne was a welder in a small garage. No prescription coverage. And he wasn’t sixty-five, you see, to qualify for Medicare. He needed treatments with Remicaid for rheumatoid arthritis. Six thousand dollars an infusion, ten times in all, made his last year bearable, but left me only a small widow’s pension.”


  Belle shook her head in sympathy, complimenting Hilda on the pulla, a tender yeast bread flavoured with aromatic cardamom. Following the old woman’s lead, she had dunked it into the cup of potent coffee. “And Melibee Elphinstone? So you didn’t—”


  “His investments sounded too good to be true. But we got to talking after he made his presentation at Mabel’s.”


  “Mabel’s? Could you give me her phone number?” Belle was linking connections like a paper chain.


  “Pneumonia took her last winter,” she said. “Anyway, as I was saying, he helped me get this apartment.”


  “Helped you?” Belle cocked her head. Did the wheeler-dealer have a soft side? She suspected that he’d paid off Carol to avoid suspicion. “I don’t understand.”


  “Thanks to him, I got seven thousand dollars for the down payment on this apartment. It’s all I need.” She rose and went to a china cabinet where she retrieved a silver plate. “Uncle Eino’s legacy. He owned vaudeville houses in Montreal. Parties like you wouldn’t believe. All the big stars came through. Burns and Allen. Jack Benny. Even Bob Hope.”


  Eleven more identical plates from Tiffany and Company had been her pride. Belle admired the artful ten-inch beauty in the Chrysanthemum pattern. Melibee had given her a descriptive receipt, kept them for a month, then brought her the cash “fair and square.” Clearly Hilda cast no aspersions on the man. “I kept this as a memento. That’s what he suggested, seeing that parting from them all would have broken my heart.”


  “Beautiful workmanship,” Belle said, tracing a finger along the delicate pattern, nearly warm to the touch. “I have a love-hate relationship with the Royal Doulton figurines my mother left me. White elephants. When I finally sold Paisley Shawl to a client, I started to miss her like a real person.”


  “I have a feeling that antiques were his true love, much more interesting than finance. He ran an ad in the Sudbury Star looking for choice pieces. Told me he got lots of calls.”


  Belle perked up at another possibility. “Do you remember anything specific?”


  Hilda paused, wrinkling her brow and searching her memory. “I do believe that he mentioned visiting an old hunting lodge up near Cartier. That’s where he was heading when he dropped off my cheque.”


  Finally, someone who wouldn’t speak ill of the dead. Had Melibee given her a fair price? What were these striking pieces worth, and where had he sold them? Belle could tap the Internet. As for the lodge, she made a mental note to ask Jessie. Her memory of properties went back decades. Any bit of information about his activities, no matter how small, could reap benefits. The big picture lay in the details.


  Knowing that she would be late, Belle called Ed to let the dogs out around six. When she got home two hours later, remembering in the last slippery mile that a third night of hamburger macaroni casserole awaited her, she found a note taped to her door. “Pooches at our house for porketta. And so are you.” Hélène DesRosiers—born to feed the world.


  Despite the snack, Belle’s stomach was churning from coffee overload. Maybe she could borrow a Tagamet from their burgeoning medicine cabinet. After shovelling off her garbage box for the morning collection, she hiked a half-mile to their home, scanning the stars to unwind the patterns of life below. Orion and his belt (a ruder dangling part, according to Ed) winked directly overhead and a gleaming gibbous moon reflected on the whitened landscape to usher her past the many snowed-in summer cottages. Recent retirees, Ed, the owner of a plumbing business and Hélène his manager, they were a friendly sounding board, a security system and a general store in an ad hoc community where everyone was handy with something.


  The outside lights illuminated the backyard, Hélène’s small oak tree loaded with homemade plastic juice jar bird feeders. Their chocolatey-red mutt Rusty skidded down the drive, splaying upside down for a belly rub. Freya and Strudel were duelling over a ring of birch bark, the poodle stopping to “kack kack” a noxious pool of debris. Belle gave her an evil stare and turned to Hélène, laughing from the porch. “Is this normal?”


  “Dead give-away you never had kids. They eat everything not nailed down, including dust bunnies.”


  “Excellent lifestyle decision on my part. Rug cleaning’s not on my resumé.”


  Ed stoked a cozy fire in the woodstove, then joined them at the table next to an industrial-sized jar of Christmas cookies. His belly hadn’t suffered during the holidays, pushing against the jingle bell suspenders like a twenty-five-pound bag of rice. When Hélène occupied herself with the oven, he sneaked pieces of shortbread.


  “Sorry we didn’t wait. Ever since we retired, Ed’s got us eating earlier and earlier every day. Soon it’ll be dinner at dawn.” Hélène passed a steaming plate of Italian marinated pork shoulder, along with baby carrots and scalloped potatoes brimming with Swiss cheese. From the relish plate, Belle selected a piece of pickled eggplant, creepily fleshlike to the teeth but addictive.


  Hélène poured from an unlabelled wine bottle. “Try this zinfandel.”


  Belle took a sip and managed a compliment, despite the tannic edge. “Frisky. Make it yourself?”


  “My grape-stomping days are over. The knock-three-times place in the Donovan. Someday I’ll take you there. That green door doesn’t open to anyone but an Italian.” Her mother’s name had been Amalfi.


  When she caught them up on the news, a fifteen-minute soap opera, Hélène’s pleasantly creased face registered concern. “Poor Miriam. I recall that lovely quilt she made you. But surely it won’t go to trial? Does she have a lawyer yet?”


  Belle shrugged. “ ‘I hope not’ to the first question. ‘Maybe yes, maybe no’ to the second. Our Ottawa wondergirl isn’t impressing me. Without getting myself in trouble with Steve, I’m looking for information to help clear her name.”


  “Sounds like he got what he deserved. Scumbag, cheating all those poor old folk,” Ed said, slotting his own sixty-six years into a separate category. “Never see us risking our life savings. GICs good enough for a country boy.”


  “Your grandpère had a farm, Ed. You grew up in Windsor.” Hélène turned toward Belle. “So what have you found?”


  “Phoney investments were only one avenue. Apparently he sold antiques on commission. Same hunting ground. Seventy plus. The one woman I contacted did get a fair price, but she could be an exception.”


  After elbowing Ed to clear the table, Hélène placed a pile of swirly pastry on the table. Baked in a tube shape, it had been sliced into rounds. “The North is a place to buy, not sell. I saw a ‘Jack O’Bean’ chair advertised in Northern Life once. Even in Toronto, it’s a small market for expensive pieces.”


  “How about that there chandelier of Aunt Marie-Josée’s?” With hands quicker than a magician’s, Ed downloaded several pieces of dessert, marbled with brown sugar.


  Hélène’s eyes grew fond. “An oil lamp, Ed. Shiny brass with a thumb-pressed ruby glass dome. It turned her bedroom into a pope’s bordello. A comical sight with the prie-dieu she knelt on every night.”


  “Got us down to that TV treasures show in Buffalo and sold it to a fellow from Noo York City. Two thousand dollars. And that’s American bucks, don’t melt in your hand like ours.”


  Hélène went to the desk and retrieved a card. “Verity Antiques. Bill Evans, Owner,” it read.


  Belle tucked it away and tried the pastry. Butter, of course. Melt in the mouth. “What are these? My mother used to make them with leftover pastry.”


  Hélène traded grins with her husband. “An old Quebec recipe. Pets de soeurs. Nun’s Farts Shawinigan Style.”


  Later that night, the phone rang as the green digital light on the clock-radio blinked 11:49. Still relegated to the basement, Belle shoved the poodle aside and bounced out of the sofabed, bruising her knee on the dresser as she identified the caller. “Some people have to get up before noon, Jack. Have mercy.”


  His voice sounded hurt, but at least the words weren’t slurred. “I thought you’d be pleased. It’s lock and load time at the bars. Guy at the Solid Gold gave me an address on Debby.”


  The background noise of raucous music and yee-haws drowned out his voice. From afar she heard a giggling voice calling for Jaaaaaaackie. “Where? In town?”


  “Naw. She runs a kennel out by Sturgeon. Some dumbass name. Jaws and Craws, Claws and Paws.”


  Thirteen


  The next morning they drove busy Highway 17 toward Ottawa. Belle grumbled at the single-lane traffic keeping her speed under ninety klicks. “TransCanada Highway. Can you believe it? Not one four-laner crosses the country. The U.S. has at least seven, and that’s only horizontal.”


  Jack shrugged. “Sixteen lanes on the 401 through Toronto. Second class citizens up here. The South takes our resources and wants to pay with garbage.” He was referring to the controversial plan to ship overburdened Toronto’s trash to abandoned open pit mines in Kirkland Lake.


  Forty-five minutes later they reached Sturgeon Falls, a French Canadian farming community, where the rushing waters of the River Veuve powered a timber mill. Rows of shiny snowmobiles lined up beside tractors and heavy equipment in sales lots on the main street. Noticing a local meat market, Belle stopped for a pound of cretons, a luscious pork fat pâté which melted in the mouth and latched onto thighs like a lamprey. Two tourtières, savory with herbs, would go into her freezer.


  “Mimsy used to make these meat pies. What does that lawyer say? When’s she getting out?” Jack asked.


  Belle tossed him a glance. “With your worldly experience, you’ll recall that she needs to be arrested first, God forbid, then arraigned on charges. A bail hearing will follow. I’m worried about that.”


  “Ready cash. Know what you mean. Hey, maybe I can rob a bank.” He unrolled his toque to reveal a face mask with four holes. At her groan, he added, “Just kidding.”


  “Follow those paw signs,” Jack said as Belle turned onto a side road. From there they travelled another five miles through stands of old maples crossed by frozen streams, passing an érablière advertising hay rides and spring sugar bush tours.


  Paws and Claws welcomed them with a wooden cartoon dog resembling Pluto. They entered the huge parking area in front of a doublewide trailer with a Bell Express-Vu pizza dish on top, behind it a set of aluminum-sided kennels with long chainlinked runs. At one side, a woman in grey camouflage wear tossed tennis balls for a gigantic white-muzzled collie, its coat immaculately groomed. “Help youse?” she asked, commanding the dog to sit at attention.


  Belle found herself stuck for words. “We need to talk to you about Meli—”


  “Not that bastard again? The cops gave me a hell of a time. Hey, are you friggin’ reporters?” At her hostile voice, the dog bared yellow teeth, ruffed its back, and advanced slowly with lowered head, wary eyes following their movements. Collies weren’t an attack breed, but Belle could feel fangs crushing bones.


  Jack stepped forward, his hands up. “Give us a break, ma’am. We didn’t like the rat any more than you did. Our friend’s in trouble, see?” With a minimum of blunt, one- and two-syllable words, he summed up the situation with discretion. For the first time, Belle witnessed the natural savvy that Miriam had admired before his drinking problem destroyed their marriage.


  Debby seemed to soften under Jack’s entreaties. As she walked with a slight limp toward the trailer, chickadees at a bird feeder on the porch scattered like flung popcorn. Inside, Belle and Jack fended off two jumping Pomeranians whose show ribbons, all blue, lined the walls. The living room was dominated by a cheap, plush sofa set covered with dog hair. A set of weights blocked the front door. Brimming ashtrays and copies of Dog Fancy and Dog World magazines littered the coffee table. The smell of stale smoke, the fumy oil furnace and the confined dogs made Belle stifle a wheeze.


  As they sat at a sticky breakfast nook beside a monster box of no-name corn puffs, Debby pulled out a kit and rolled cigarettes like a magician, offering one to Jack, who lit up with interest after she removed her jacket to reveal the décolletage of a starlet and a butterfly tattoo on one breast which beckoned the eye toward the equator.


  “I’d be in the same mess as your friend, Lord help her, except that my brother knows that I was home that night. We were full up that week. Twenty dogs and twelve cats. Yummy Hour’s at four, Suppies at six, Last Call Pee at eight. Mel hasn’t darkened my kennel, so to speak, in ten years. I wouldn’t recognize him if I fell over the shithead, pardon my French.” She billed a few corn puffs toward the dogs, initiating a free-for-all.


  Belle pulled a female empathy face. “Sounds like you’re bitter.”


  “Damn straight.” Dark shadows under her eyes testified to a hard life that country air would never repair. “I nearly did time in Vancouver, thanks to Mel the Elf’s con game, the lost luggage caper.”


  Jack nodded, but at Belle’s confusion, Debby leaned forward like an eager teacher. “Takes three men near a fancy hotel, for starters. One in a cab to forget, ha-ha, the luggage, another who’s struck up a friendly conversation with the mark, a third to happen by. Then when the bag’s open and the dough’s there, it’s ‘Oh, wow!’ ” They rent a room somewheres, discuss options, nervous of course, ’cause they should be turning it in. But greed never fails.”


  Belle seconded the emotion, but her brow wrinkled at the complexities. “And so you...”


  Debby waved a hand, cracked fuchsia polish on the spilt nails. “The magic ingredient. Meet the innocent wife, fresh from some Alberta cow town. ‘Honey, this and that. Shouldn’t we...’ Worked like a charm. Real cash’s the trick. Gets a bit tense borrowing it short term from the big guys. Then the mark puts up serious bucks on trust when he ‘gets’ to take the bag to the bank for authentication.”


  This world was as new to Belle as a shell game was old. “If the money’s real—”


  Debby blew a series of smoke rings of geometric proportions, cocking her shaggy bleached blonde head to admire the art. “Shift the suitcase, silly. Worked twelve times. We had a snazzy apartment, a leased Caddie. ‘Time to move on, Mel. How about Calgary?’ I said. All those oil bucks.’ No go, stubborn bugger. Anyways, unlucky thirteen, a cop was posing as the tourist. I saw his gun when he was in the bathroom. We barely hauled ass out the fire escape and grabbed a cab. Broke my ankle. That was the last straw for this girl. Took the first train back here to my brother’s place and went straight...to the dogs.”


  “And what made Melibee come here?” Belle asked.


  “He tried to get back with me more than once. Promised me that things would be different. Then I guess he settled down with his new scams. The pickings were so rich that he couldn’t resist.”


  “And you never divorced? How strange,” Belle observed with a crooked smile.


  “I got some Mexican special. Ever been in Ciudad Juarez? That means city in Spanish. But it didn’t take in Canada, so I learned from the cops. Guess Mel never knew. Joke’s on him that with no will, I’ll get the goods. Joke’s on me that there aren’t any.”


  “So who do you think killed him?”


  She stubbed out the cigarette and ground it to bits in a saucer. “I could have, if I held a grudge. Running from the police took ten years off my life. Truth to tell, I was glad to be rid of Harry Peebles. That was his real name.”


  Harry Peebles? Jack was flashing Debby approving glances, as if a date might be in order later. Then from the back of the trailer came a thump, a guttural glug of a toilet. The dogs barked in tandem, and a bearlike man with a dark ponytail padded down the hall in a brown terrycloth robe, grunting as he scratched his rump. He nodded a sleepy acknowledgement, grabbed a carton of orange juice from the fridge and finished it without breathing. Then he sat quietly in a rocking chair in the living room, pulling a disassembled rifle from under the sofa and oiling a cloth. The scope was large and expensive, made to cross Bambi’s eyes at two hundred yards.


  “Pesky squirrels rob my feeder.” Debby grinned Cheshire style. “Meet my brother Elmo. He’s with the army.”


  Elmo’s hamhock hands could have delivered the blow to Melibee like swatting a gnat. Belle gave Jack a surreptitious kick under the table and cleared her throat. “The army, eh? On leave? I thought the base closed.”


  Debby snicked her lighter into action. “The Salvation Army.”


  The McDonald’s in Sturgeon was a handy stop before heading back. Belle chose a Big Mac combo with milk, and Jack doubled her order, attacking his food like a wolverine. “Strike out there, I guess. Can’t beat the Sally Ann. Bet that guy pounds a mean drum.”


  Belle licked a drop of special sauce from her finger. Mayo, relish, catsup? “It’s not a total loss. Sometimes the police find someone and make the facts fit. We’re eliminating suspects one by one. Much more scientific.”


  “That’s the idea?” The door opened, sending a blast of cold air to their table. Looking up, Jack choked on his sandwich and grabbed his milk carton, slurping loudly. Belle gave him a sidelong glance, then crunched the last fry, a limp imitation of Burger King’s.


  Suddenly a shadow blocked sun from their view. “Jack, you old bugger. Back down south so soon?”


  “Uh.” Coughing and gasping, his flailing arm spilling his drink, Jack turned plum purple. Belle tossed down her serviette and rapped his heaving back. “Should I get some water? Are you all right?”


  Finally, Jack swallowed air and quieted, wiping tears from his eyes and rescuing the remains of his meal. The man gave Belle his hand, squeezing it warmly. “I’m Michel Lajeunesse, Miss. Jacky boy never mentioned you. I can see why.” A skinny man about her height, he wore a Maple Leafs jersey over work pants. His head was bald except for a steel grey Friar Tuck fringe of hair around pink oyster-shell ears.


  After the confusion, Belle recalled Michel’s greeting. She turned to Jack with a vengeance, her penetrating blue-green eyes dissecting him like a worm. “So soon? You said you hadn’t been down in months!”


  Michel wriggled a finger in his capacious ear and inspected the impressive result with clinical consideration, finally wiping it on his sleeve. “Met at the Boxing Day sale at Yolles over in Sudbury. Did they ship up that fifty-inch Sony OK?” Then he put an arm around a red-faced, grumbling Jack. “Guess I shoved romance off the rails.”


  On the return trip, Belle maintained a studied silence. Investigating was hard enough without people having the nerve to lie, especially friends. As they passed small farms sprinkled between rock outcroppings and evergreens, transports barrelled by, spewing up clouds of salty residue. When she hit the washer, no fluid emerged. Damn. Frozen again. She thumped the steering column with disgust.


  Blinded by the grime, she pulled onto a side road. Jack jumped out, grabbed a handful of fresh-fallen snow and scrubbed the windshield with his bare hands like an inspired squeegee kid. Then he got back in and gave her the sorrowful look of a basset hound who’d peed on the broadloom. “Come on, pal. Talk to me. Want to hear about when I met Shania Twain? All us guys from the mine—”


  In mute response, she juiced the volume on a tape of old musicals, letting Roz Russell’s “Everything’s Coming Up Roses” burn his ears. “Your roses and candy don’t mean a damn. Everything’s coming up suspects, and you’re leading my list.”


  He blew on his reddened hands, then cracked the window and lit a cigarette. “Wish they could pin it on me. My life’s nothing special. I’d do time for Mimsy any day. Trouble is, I didn’t kill the sucker.” His words floated away in the gusts.


  That night, Ronald Colman’s moustache frosted over in Lost Horizon as his benighted group left the hidden paradise of Shangri-La for the icy mountains of Tibet. An icon of cinematic trust, he’d rarely played a villain, once in a hammy Othello pastiche, A Double Life, for which he was awarded an overdue but undeserved Oscar. Didn’t that duplicity fit every man in this ugly play? Melibee, Phil, now Jack. A fierce north wind howled, shaking the roof. Minus twenty-five degree temperatures were sucking warmth from the lake as fast as smoke up the chimney. More wood to be loaded soon. Would that tiny bird’s nest still be fastened to her precious maple out front when dawn arrived? It seemed to have a faith and permanence beyond man’s technology. On the rug, the poodle lay spoon-fashion with Freya.


  She was finishing the last morsel of a fiery chili made with jalapeños and canned hominy between sips of Rickard’s Red ale when the phone rang. Celeste sounded subdued. “A neighbour of Melibee’s got back from Costa Rica and heard about the murder.”


  “I could use a dose of the rain forest. Good for him, her, whoever. So what?”


  “He saw Miriam enter the building at four, not seven. We’re in deep caca.”


  Fourteen


  Due for release from the hospital next week. There’s no way we can avoid an arraignment now. What a blow,” Celeste said, “Time to think about our strategies for the bail application.”


  “It’s not guaranteed?” Belle couldn’t imagine the horrors of Miriam’s reaction to hard-core imprisonment. Would they let her continue out-patient therapy at the San?


  “Chances are on our side. The onus is on the Crown to show why the accused should be detained. Heavy drug trafficking, a public danger, illegal alien, that sort of thing.”


  “No problem there. So how will they charge her?”


  A chewing sound crossed the lines as if an agitated beaver had taken a conference call. Celeste’s blunt fingers tapped Morse code on the phone. “It’s a crap shoot. Let’s go worst case scenario. First degree murder. If she had a million bucks, she might never see a day behind bars. Poor, maybe life, though that’s twenty years. Middle class could go either way.”


  Whatever the dice roll, Miriam needed to be free. Belle pondered the bleak financial considerations. She’d have to cash in mutual funds, maybe liquidate the shattered Science and Technology investments, declare a capital loss for a humiliating change.


  “Are you still there, or have you gone to sleep?” Celeste’s annoying voice broke into her thoughts.


  For once, she didn’t want to get off the phone until she got better answers. “How reliable is this witness? Can we account for bad vision, senility, booze, drugs, anything which might have caused a mistake?”


  “Get real. The man’s a fifty-year-old optometrist. One step down from the late Mother Teresa.” Celeste uttered a string of words in apparent Yiddish, which Belle caught only phonetically. Zane, zane, zane something. “After all my hard work. Her deception from the start. Of course, that does make the case more challenging. I’ll get back to you. I have a massage early in the morning if this town ever wakes up. Probably some dimwit high school dropout with a plastic vibrator.”


  Belle stared at the empty receiver, then strangled it with its cord as the bearer of bad news. Instead of mere shock, was that why Miriam had been so stricken? If she’d been there all afternoon, she had to have witnessed the crime. Protecting someone? That made no sense. Hollywood scandals like Lana Turner’s daughter stabbing her mother’s lover to death didn’t happen here. Accident, self-defense or murder, Miriam would have owned up to the deed. But added to the poison pen letter which burned like a coal, this development spelled pure disaster. Why couldn’t she have trusted her best friend with the truth? Hurt and angry, Belle tossed until an alarm relieved her from fitful dreams.


  The next morning at ten, Belle barely registered the traffic lights and turns to the San. On the corner of Paris Street and Ramsey Lake Road, she lingered so long at the green turn arrow, coiling one idea around another, that a taxi gave her a loud horn and an Italian salute.


  In the lounge, Miriam was chatting with a tall, silver-haired woman close to sixty. From the lively conversation and natural gestures, they seemed to be enjoying themselves. Belle squeezed her fists as she approached. No bagels, madame, not one stale Timbit. She wanted absolute honesty, no holds barred.


  Wearing casual stretch jeans and a linen blouse, Miriam looked up with a welcoming smile. “I want you to meet Dorothy Grasslin. This is my kind-hearted boss, Belle Palmer.”


  For the sake of courtesy, Belle shook the woman’s sun-browned hand, adorned with a sapphire ring. Did they have a tanning room here? She scrutinized the horsy face, blunt page boy cut she’d worn herself at fifteen, and pale lilac wool suit. Not a health care worker. Another patient?


  “Dorothy’s a volunteer,” Miriam said. “Comes to chat with the...with us.”


  The woman moved over as Belle joined her on the sofa. “Miriam’s been telling me about her crafts. I never miss the Quilts on the Rocks show. Last year I bought a lovely wedding ring pattern.”


  “So you live in town?” Belle asked, reluctant to haul Miriam off by the scruff of her neck in front of a witness.


  A musical laugh spread Dorothy’s generous mouth, just a discreet trace of lipstick, to reveal large, uneven teeth which matched the equine image. “Call me the reverse of a snowbird. Though I have a home in Raleigh, North Carolina, I spend winters at my family’s old camp in the Temagami area. It’s not plush, but the amenities suit. Sounds odd to reverse the seasons, but I prefer shovelling snow to swotting blackflies.”


  Miriam folded her hands over her knee, her eyes bright and hopeful. “I’ve told Dorothy about your trails. Once this is over, maybe we can all—”


  Belle planted her feet and pushed back one sleeve in an exaggerated gesture to check her watch. Then she said with a steely voice, “Perhaps. I hate to be blunt, but there’s important new business to talk over.”


  Clearing her throat, Dorothy rose swiftly on cue, picking up a camel hair coat trimmed with wolf. Six inches taller, she towered over them. “Got to run myself. The library’s holding Atwood’s Oryx and Crake for me. I’ve been waiting for weeks. So nice to have met you.”


  Watching her leave, Miriam’s face registered pain and confusion. “How rude, and you might have lost a future client. She was just—”


  “I just got the news about Melibee’s neighbour seeing you arrive at the apartment.”


  Miriam looked towards the fish tank, where Ted Parr chatted with a nurse, his arms describing a hockey game. “Yes, about sev—”


  “About four, you mean. Why the lie?”


  Her voice weakening, Miriam bit her lip. “I didn’t lie. Not in the strictest sense.”


  “Too late for an exercise in rhetoric. You’re baby steps from a murder trial.” As Belle’s pulse hit the Richter scale, she was so angry that she didn’t even mention the bail situation.


  “I found Mel lying there like...as I said.” Her grammatical precision with prepositions and conjunctions made her business correspondence a hallmark of perfection.


  Belle felt her shoulder muscles tighten into wads of BBs. Attention to detail worked both ways. Uncle Harold had told her that liars can figure, and figures can lie. “But you arrived at four.”


  “Yes.” She paused, swallowing twice and touching a gold heart-shaped locket that contained a picture of Rosanne. With a shaky hand, she wiped a light sweat from her forehead. “It’s embarrassing. Mel and I, well...we enjoyed ourselves. A bottle of Chablis. Soft music. Frankly, with the bad nights I’d had listening to that poodle, I fell asleep and didn’t wake until seven. I was disoriented at first, so I freshened up. Then in the living room I found...” Her palms closed over her face, and she began weeping, searching her pockets for a tissue.


  Feeling like a tool of the Inquisition, Belle leaned forward, her voice softening, “So you didn’t...”


  Ted hurried over, shooting Belle a stern look. He knelt and clasped Miriam’s hand. “Relax. Remember that ups and downs are normal. Stay the course.”


  Miriam rose unsteadily, making an effort to steady her voice. “It’s fine. We—”


  “Let’s go to your room for a talk. I’m free now.” He guided her arm, signalling to the nurse, then turning to Belle, his eyes charged with anger. “And as for you, Miss Palmer, I don’t know your personal agenda, but if you upset my patient again, you’re off the visitors’ list. Is that clear?”


  The slap of a rapidly arriving cold front hit Belle like a stun gun as she headed for the hospital parking lot. The biting air shed no clarity upon the murder. The truth was revealing itself, hiding and reinventing itself like a virus. Miriam admitted having lied. This new story made some sense, but what next? And Belle had seen a bottle of champagne, not Chablis. Had Miriam confused that detail like she’d forgotten about the poodle?


  At a stop at the LaSalle Boulevard post office for stamps, she walked past a line of cars. Suddenly a door slammed, and Brian Dumontelle strutted over, posturing like a modern gunslinger. “Still in business? Surprising, the way you treat clients.” His sneer enveloped her like a pool of warm spit.


  “Leave me alone, Brian. Get the message.” She glanced around, alone in the lot, her pulse racing. Having Freya on a short leash might be her next option.


  He shoved his face next to hers, squeezed her arm until she winced. Then an elderly man left the building, giving them a cautious stare. Brian backed off, straightening his shoulders, and in a preening motion, smoothing his small beard. “Have you got the message, babe? ’Cause if you haven’t, you will.” Then he eased into a squad car, spinning his wheels to splash her with ice chunks and grit.


  Her errand forgotten, Belle sat frozen for several minutes in the van, willing her heart to return to normal while her gulps of breath fogged the windshield. Hadn’t Steve talked to him? Or maybe that direct approach had relit the fuse and doubled her problems. Should she think about swearing out a peace bond, or whatever it was called? She pulled out her cellphone and tried Steve’s number, finding herself connected to a high-pitched female voice. “He’s away all week. Don’t know when he’ll be back. Detective Karl Blake is handling current cases. Do you wish to—”


  She punched out with a small cry of irritation and paused to think. On an investigation out of town? Janet complained bitterly about his being gone consecutive nights on special duty, neglecting his family. How naïve she’d been to think that Steve could be her protector. Clearly, Brian was out of control. There had been a witness at the post office, but what about her remote road? After scraping the inside of her windows, sending tiny slivers of ice over the dash, she headed for the army surplus store for a can of pepper spray, and that didn’t mean habañeros.


  Armed and dangerous, out over thirty dollars, she turned at last for home, groaning at the forecast. The third night of minus thirty-five degrees Celsius. Time to plug in the block heater. Crises were hard enough to handle without the added hell of climate.


  The next morning, as if to signal the true arrival of winter to tougher Canadians, the super chill plus a deadly calm had finally tamed Lake Wapiti. As if a magic wand had tapped, the surface locked into place, an innocent metamorphosis from the crashing destruction of the massive waves and surf. Though the ice was only an inch or two thick, formed hours ago, Belle heard a roar from far down the lake, and true to form, some idiot was driving at top speed to claim the dubious record for being “first across.” Powerful machines could cross open water Jesus style as long as they didn’t stop. Once the driver had passed, she walked onto the deck to savour the absolute quiet, punctuated by an occasional natal groan of the shifting ice. Shoving her hands into the pockets of her thick sweater, she discovered the card for Verity Antiques. Now there was a forgotten thread.


  At nine she dialled New York City. “Bill Evans handles our high-end silver purchases,” a clerk said after she had described the plates. “He’s somewhere between Brussels and Vienna on a buying trip. I’ll take your number.”


  Melibee had a sharper eye for antiques than stocks. Belle wondered if Miriam would recover a penny of her investments. Likely she’d have to work until she dropped like a spavined cart horse...unless she spent the next ten years in jail. But Celeste never lost, Jesse had assured her. Did the attorney have something up her capacious sleeve? Wild-card evidence about Miriam being assaulted? There hadn’t been a mark on her, but assault could be a threat, a raised hand. Belle didn’t appreciate her ratcheting the tension by refusing to discuss strategy.


  When she reached the office later, Jesse approached her with a proud smile. “I checked out every lodge from Capreol to Shining Tree. Never heard of Elphinstone. Then I went back into our old records and regional maps. The Royal Regiment Lodge. No telephone number listed. When I made some inquiries at City Hall, I found out that the property’s up for sale for back taxes. And guess what? They need an appraisal. Easy money.” She explained that the late Barbara Bagshaw’s grandfather and parents had run the lodge from 1910 to the early 1950s, an expensive haven for rich tourists who wanted to fish, or hunt moose or bear. The only surviving heir, Barbara had become a recluse, living with an aged caretaker named Heino on the deteriorating property.


  “Barbara died a month or so ago. No will. No complications. When it goes on the market, we’ll handle the sale as well, but don’t count your chickens. A run-down place like that won’t move until spring if at all.”


  “Everything sells at the right price. What about access?” Belle asked, gearing into professional mode at the sound of a cash register. Her all-wheel drive van lacked the high suspension for deep snow.


  “Here’s the number of the gas station in Cartier. Check there first about the state of the road. They’ll get word to Heino that you’re coming.”


  “Sooner the better. Hydro sent a second bill. Rather terse. And that cheque to Dumontelle for that lunch disaster smarted. Unless there’s a blizzard, pencil it in for this week,” Belle said, filling her in on the latest developments about Miriam. “Celeste was muttering some odd words. ‘Zane’ this and ‘zane’ that.”


  Jesse’s face turned as crimson as her hair. She took a sharp intake of breath and exhaled slowly as her hooded eyes narrowed to slits. “What a bad, bad girl. ‘Zolst hobn tzen haizer, tzen tzimern, tzen betn.’ ”


  “That’s the gist. Translation please, rabbi.”


  “Oooo. She wished Miriam should own ten houses with ten rooms with ten beds in each, where she should roll from one to the other with cholera. I might turn her over my knee as I used to.” Her strong right arm made a convincing muscle.


  Fifteen


  Watching too many trashy movies, or haven’t you noticed an absence of bail bond businesses in Canada? Middle class people put up their home for collateral. Too bad Miriam lives in a cheap apartment and is as broke as K-Mart. So can you handle the security or not?” Celeste said with a look of exasperation, tapping her turquoise calfskin-booted toe on the plastic shield under Belle’s chair. The boot bore traces of salt rime at the edges, designed for Ottawa malls and taxis, not Nickel City trudging.


  Criminal proceedings were a foreign country. Suddenly Belle felt childish, coddled and ignorant of realities. “How much do we need?”


  Miriam was to be arraigned on Friday at the courthouse on second degree murder charges. To facilitate matters, the bail hearing would follow. Since this wasn’t the U.S., where astronomical bail figures were publicized, Belle’s lakeside house would do nicely, provided that it wasn’t a “shack,” Celeste said with her usual manners.


  “Friday morning, bring the deed here along with an impartial assessment of the property’s value. Not your prejudiced opinion.” Celeste ran a hand through her fiery red curls, Anne of Green Gables morphed into a cobra, and headed for the door. “I need a haircut, a manicure and a facial, and not one place was open after five.”


  “Up here, twenty-four-hour grooming refers to snowmobile trails.”


  “So typical. Nothing to do at night except watch sitcoms, or for real kicks, the slag pouring. The latte stinks. What a dump. I’m going back to Ottawa after the arraignment to drown myself in Pad Thai.”


  The image pleased her, but feeling like a challenged one-woman Chamber of Commerce, Belle asked, “Did you visit Science North? The IMAX is showing a great bear film. And there’s the Butterfly Pavil—”


  Celeste wrenched open the door. “Other than a piece of Alberta beef, do I look like I care about animals? Spare me.”


  Belle called a fellow assessor and arranged for a pro bono deal involving an apartment he was leveraging for a second mortgage to buy a ski condo in the Laurentians. The deed she unearthed later at home in her files, looking at it lovingly. Uncle Harold had given her the down payment on the cottage property and left her enough in his will to build the basic package. She’d been proud to act as gofer for the electrician and plumber as well as do the painting to minimize the costs. Sweat equity meant something to her. Yet if anyone deserved a pledge of friendship, Miriam did. She was the heart of Palmer Realty.


  On Friday, she handed the brown envelope to Celeste, who examined the papers closely, a smarmy smile crossing her face. “You seem to have hidden resources. Maybe I should be charging you. Anyway, see you at four in Court One. Your responsibilities as a surety will be explained.”


  Belle frowned at her departing back, fast becoming the woman’s best perspective. Singing to herself, Jesse opened a large basket and began arranging lunch. The tempting smell of pastrami and mustard made Belle forget her woes for the moment until from the back room came the petulant yelp of a caged poodle.


  Jack ambled in around three, and her scowl told him that he was still first on her hitlist. “Don’t be mad. Things are looking up.”


  Belle stared at the National Post news page on her monitor. In a candid but hardly politic statement, the Governor of the Bank of Canada had suggested that non-competitive businesses were relying on the soft dollar to sell wares. Screaming, the loonie did another nose dive. The phrase “all-time low” was getting redundant. “About time.”


  “No sweat about getting Mimsy out. Got a bet placed for tonight at an off-off-track place, if you get my drift. A sure thing.”


  “Forget it. We’re all going to the courthouse at four for the hearing. I’m going to make bail,” she said, borrowing George Raft slang. Gambling. What kind of misguided support was that? She sighed as he accepted a sandwich from Jesse, finishing it in two voracious bites.


  He rubbed his head like a chastened kid. “Thanks for coming through. But let’s put my one mistake to bed. Sure I hated the guy. Wouldn’t you if you were me? Fancy talker, rich as hell, all the things I couldn’t give Mimsy. I kept quiet about being in town because I didn’t want to add any complications.”


  “A telling error in judgment that police love.” Had they even checked on Jack? Maybe Steve would exchange information. As for guilt, an Inuit sculpture was not Jack’s style.


  “Anyways, I’m on the job,” he said. “That guy Elmo—”


  “Who has a rifle with a scope, could smash bricks between his hands, but happens to be an officer at the Sally Ann?”


  As she eyed his wavering cigarette ash, he cupped a calloused hand, depositing the ash in it without a flinch. “He’s no friggin’ officer now. Canned last month. I asked the general or whatever she’s called for details, but she blew me off.”


  Belle’s right eyebrow went into overdrive. “You mean he was lying?”


  “Who knows? He got bounced for some reason.” He scratched his ear distractedly like a dog drawing attention away from a misdeed.


  “Skimming from Christmas kettles? That’s low.” She sat back to consider the possibilities. “An estranged wife. Her brother. She never tried to hide her contempt.” She paused, crushing a statement from Bell Canada and lobbing it into the basket. “But why bother? There’s nothing doing financially. Any money Melibee might have salted away will be confiscated for his creditors.”


  “Let me check the soup kitchens, or buy a coffee for some street people, the real army of the poor. Nothing for them to lose. They’ll tell me what the bosses won’t.”


  At the courthouse, Belle found Celeste and Miriam, accompanied by a police officer, seated in the lobby. Minutes later, a bailiff called them before the judge. While Celeste presented the documents, Belle nodded at the conditions of the surety arrangement, barely registering anything except the relieved look on Miriam’s face. “Roots in the community. Absolutely no risk,” Celeste was saying to the bench. From a first row seat, Jack gave a thumbs-up.


  Outside at last, Celeste left the group to collect her BMW parked in a handicapped space. She roared off, ticket flying from the windshield into a snowpile. The others headed for a pay lot, Miriam carrying one small bag like an orphan. She stopped halfway, looked at the crisp blue of the sky and took a big breath, blowing out frosty clouds. “Free at last.” Jack stepped up to give her a passionate kiss, bending her backward, both of them laughing. Meanwhile a yapping emerged from the van, followed by the poodle, who leaped out as Belle opened the door, and ran on its hind legs, its front feet churning. “Strudel! Come to Mommy,” Miriam called, as it jumped three feet straight up into her embrace.


  Jack was left with the dog while Miriam got into the front seat. “I have a million things to do,” she said as they drove, stopping in front of the City Centre building to let a man in a motorized wheelchair part the slush as he crossed. “But how did you raise...Celeste said...”


  “You’re out, and you’re staying out. Just don’t skip town.” She flashed an ironic smile, buoyed by her friend’s sheer joy. “Decompress at home for the rest of the week. Now here are the latest developments.”


  Settling Miriam into her apartment with Jack for company, Belle returned to the office. Jesse had gone to Aquafitness at the Y, so she began writing up their Saturday ads. Another snow dump was falling, a vampiric wind was chewing at the windows, and she wasn’t happy about the hungry drive home. Maybe a quick, fortifying all-you-can-eat orgy at Pizza Hut. She pulled a coupon from her bulletin board and began salivating as she imagined plastering her face with a large slice loaded with pepperoni, black olives, and mushrooms. The door shoved open, and a white ghost stomped in, her long purple quilted coat covered in snow. Belle rose with a fresh smile pasted on, when a querulous voice made her wince.


  “Damn you. Now Steve’s in trouble.”


  Sixteen


  Janet?” Belle hadn’t seen her since minding Heather last July First weekend to let the Davises go to the Sudbury Theatre Centre. Thin, blonde and brittle, a candidate for early osteo thanks to a cola addiction, Steve’s wife had regarded Belle as a rival from day one, someone who could talk to her husband for hours, spar without rancour, help without recrimination, understand that his brooding personality ran deep but true. For these reasons, Belle suspected that he concealed their occasional lunch dates. For a moment, she felt pity for the woman, dependent on Steve in a crisis, yet stubborn enough to block his efforts. “You look frozen. Want a coffee?”


  Janet yanked off her wool scarf and threw the coat on a chair, thin arms on her hips over a denim dress topped by an angora cardigan. Her pale face with a snub nose that resembled Tuesday Weld at her most brattish creased with resentment. “I never drink coffee, especially yours.”


  Belle sighed. Here was the real Janet, not the overly polite hostess around her daughter and Steve, offering endless plates of cookies, a butter-wouldn’t-melt-in-her-mouth smile but never a personal gesture. The sunny, bouncy personality masked a tyrant when she was crossed. “We won’t get anywhere like this. Please sit down and tell me what’s happened. What kind of trouble?” Remembering the difficulties in reaching him lately, Belle felt a warning nuzzle her instincts, but Janet had been known to panic, run to her parents at the first sign of marital problems and pout for weeks until Steve apologized for some imagined slight.


  Janet’s hands, toylike with pink glitter polish, shook as she started to pace like a small, caged animal testing boundaries. “We were doing fine, aside from some...money worries. Our new carpets and the furniture. Heather’s school fees. Then you had to butt in. Ask him to do your dirty work.”


  Leaning back in her chair, observing Janet like a third party, the proprietorial “we” and “our” and the snide “dirty work” rankling her, Belle read from the tremulous tone that it would be best to let the emotionally fragile woman dance to her own metronome. To defend herself against having asked Steve for help would be worse than letting childish charges pass. “Go on.”


  Finally the woman stopped and faced her, the back of one hand crossing her forehead in a classic stage pose. “I can’t even see him. Find out what...and Heather’s been asking...”


  Belle sat up, alarms ringing at the unexpected turn of the conversation. “Where is he? Not in hospital?” She laced her hands together and squeezed slowly to concentrate. One hysterical woman was enough. Steve’s familiar words echoed in her ears. “Start at the beginning.”


  Sinking into Jesse’s chair, Janet took a long breath, closing her reddened eyes and counting silently with her lips as if following a stress-busting principle from a self-help tape. “The Special Investigations Unit is running everything. He’s relieved from duties, they told me. Relieved. That’s a joke. In a...safe house, it’s called.”


  Images from prime time crime shows marched across Belle’s mental stage. Mafia, biker gangs, drugs. Her heart thrummed, and she stood, bracing herself against the desk. “So they think he’s in danger?”


  “I don’t know. I’m so afraid. The Chief Inspector told me they’d allow a phone call later. I talked to the head of the union, and their hands are tied.” She began weeping, and Belle passed her the office tissue box. Then Janet raised her tear-stained face, mascara dripping from her eyes. Smearing it into a sooty mess, she began nodding her head in rhythm, as if chastizing herself. “Charges. Maybe jail. Mother always said...that if you marry a—”


  Belle placed both hands on the table and rose like an angry bear. “Charges! That’s a crock.”


  Saturday’s paper told a nightmarish story like a horror novel better left closed on the shelf: OFFICER ARRESTED IN DRUG RAID. Following a tip, a storage locker in Azilda rented by a Steve Davis had revealed a small but potent cache of cocaine already divided into glassine packs as well as a dozen VCRs and laptops. Trace evidence in his vehicle showed the presence of “other banned substances” as well. There were hints that he’d been taking bribes to bury evidence in low level cases. A bank account at the Hanmer Caisse Populaire in his name showed over ten thousand dollars.


  Belle tossed the paper aside. Ten thousand was chicken feed. Sleaze money. A blond devil with connections to drug traffickers and fencing operations was orchestrating this ugly comic opera, snickering in the background. Brian Dumontelle had succeeded in bringing her friend down. Suddenly, cares for her own safety were eclipsed by concerns for him. She’d go to the police to testify that this was a frame-up. Halfway to her coat, she sighed and sat back down to make a more rational plan. On a weekend, key personnel would be off duty, nor did she want to barge in with guns blazing and make a fool of herself.


  What she needed was time to clear her head and marshall resources. Driving in the country always helped, perhaps a trip to that lodge for the appraisal Jesse had arranged.


  Assured by phone that the plow had passed recently, Belle took Highway 144 north for an hour towards Cartier, once a lumbering centre, now a lonely gas stop near the remains of a dozen company houses. The railroad depot had closed, leaving toxic debris threatening their wells. The few pensioners remaining had been petitioning the government to pressure the railroad for a massive cleanup.


  She turned east on a secondary route and followed an old power line ten miles to McMaster Lake, making a happy mental note that access to town was quick and easy. A three-storey log building centred the complex, dotted with a dozen smaller cabins, set on a jewel of a lake dotted with islands. Red and white pines spiked into the distance toward the virginal Temagami area, scene of many anti-logging protests. Picture postcard perfect, especially when she noticed an army of moose tracks at an open creek. Where better to promote tourism than a spot salvaged from axe and saw? Already her mind was writing picturesque ads.


  She parked in the haphazardly plowed yard and followed the roars of a stuttering chainsaw to the rear of a storage barn, where a man barely five feet tall in an orange padded worksuit was cutting birch beside a chopping block. A toboggan at the side was piled with splits. “Are you Heino?” she asked, introducing herself.


  He nodded shyly, furry, pointed ears escaping a striped wool toque dangling halfway down his back. Giving her enough smile to reveal a dark brown eye tooth, he produced a mammoth clutch of labelled keys. “Keep ’em locked for security, except for the bunkhouse. Watch them steps, missus.”


  Returning to the house, assessing the broken railings, she picked her way up the stairs, which sagged under her weight. Slant-back Muskoka chairs, their paint peeling, held mute congress on a wraparound screened porch, speaking of comfortable evenings with only the primal sound of loons warbling for their mates.


  She flapped open the rusty screen door, peppered with holes, then unlocked a wooden inside door and entered a great room anchored by a massive stone chimney. On her close inspection, a few rocks sparkled with fool’s gold, bearing scratches where gullible tourists had tried to pick it out. Wicker furniture with padded seats cozied up to the fireplace large enough to roast a moose haunch. Frozen in time, she thought, glancing at a picture of stolid George VI on the wall and admiring on the mantel celebratory cups from Elizabeth’s wedding, the resolute young girl foreshadowing the pudgy dowager whose children embarrassed her.


  Bookshelves in a snug nook held entertainment for all ages. Mazo de la Roche’s complete Jalna series, Canada’s pre-television forerunner to sitcoms. Children could enjoy Lucy Maud Montgomery’s Anne of Green Gables series. Then The Little Princess, cover foxed with age. With a grin, Belle opened James Whitcomb Riley’s poems and read aloud from “Little Orphant Annie.” “An’ the Gobble-uns’ll git you/ Ef you/ Don’t/ Watch/ Out!” She was tempted to tuck the childhood favourite, an ancient aunt’s dubiously comforting bedtime story, into her pocket for Heather.


  The kitchen was industrial-sized, massive chopping blocks in the middle, sets of glassed mint-green cupboards with a wheeled ladder to reach the top shelves, two six-burner wood-burning cookstoves, a Renfrew Cookrite and an Enterprise, warming ovens and shiny nickel trimmings. Collectibles now, perhaps, but it wasn’t her province to assess antiques. Under the old Maritime Canadian flag with its Union Jack insert, the dining room boasted a table to feast thirty. How much staff would be needed for maintenance, cooking, laundry, cleaning and guiding?


  Back in the Great Room, Belle looked up sixty feet to where huge, honeyed pine beams braced the ceiling. After making more notes, she took the wide stairway to the second floor, grasping rustic wooden railings, now against code. She cruised through seven bedrooms, one per dwarf, ghostly with sheeted furniture. Two huge bathrooms, clawfooted tubs and marble sinks, must have been added shortly after World War I. Still serviceable, but a buyer would want to upgrade the septic system, a substantial expense. She shuddered to imagine what horrors had been allowed in those bygone days.


  A cozy corner bedroom overlooking the lake held a poster bed neatly made with a colourful Hudson Bay blanket. A silver grooming set lay primly on the dressing table, a few snow white hairs in the brush. Chintz curtains draped the windows. Faded dresses of velvet and lace and gauzy flapper shifts lined up in the freestanding wardrobe. Closets had not been de rigueur when the lodge had been built, and guests needed little space for a short stay in the bush. Growing increasingly curious, she opened the drawers to discover a more practical and well-worn selection of flannel shirts and jeans. The room was dust-free and neat, except for a shattered cheval glass mirror so darkened with age that only a blur looked back. A black-and-white snapshot of a handsome man resembling Frances X. Bushman in his Ben Hur chariot days, circa 1926, was framed on the wall. In baggy white pants and a tartan bush shirt, he stood by a dock, his eyes shaded at the camera. So this was Barbara’s room. Could this portrait be that of a lover?


  Outside, she didn’t bother with the cabins and bunkhouse, sturdy enough, needing only new shingles. Two outhouses with moon doors had fresh paint, Bucks lettered on one and Does on the other. Through the snow, she followed a narrow, tramped bootpath to the boathouse, the size of three garages. The low-pitched roof bore signs of Heino’s shovelling. Along one wall, overturned rowboats, wasted by dryrot, lined up on racks. Inside, clamped onto a two-by-four frame, a dozen Evinrude motors awaited instructions. On a hand-winched lift was a teak cruiser often called a Muskoka, after the posh central Ontario region, polished to a gleam reflected through the cobwebbed window. Someone had loved this boat. “Princess” was inscribed on the stern with elaborately gilded letters. Suddenly a creak made her jump.


  “Everything OK?” Toque in his gnarly hand, Heino resembled a goblin. His wrinkled face put him anywhere from a hardlife sixty to a centrefold ninety. A wicked burn scar marked his right cheek and two fingers brushed it self-consciously.


  “What a magnificent lodge. Do you know its history?”


  Invited to coffee in the bunkhouse, she sat on a steelframe bed in the main room, warmed by a handmade, oil-drum stove. In a corner nook were a hotplate, dishes and pans, a bucket of water with a dipper. A shelf held cartons of canned goods and a bag of flour. No sign of running water, so he probably used the sauna for winter bathing. His coffee, robust and fresh, bubbled up in a blue enamel pot. Accepting a cup, she found a shard of eggshell in the first sip, winkling it out discreetly.


  “Grew up here,” he said. “Pa did the guiding and Ma was chief cook.” An older brother had tended the boats but drowned in an accident at eighteen.


  As she smiled and listened more than talked, he opened up, pleased to tell her his recollections. “Lots of fancy rich people here in them high-flyin’ days. Writers, all kinds of famous artists. Even bigwigs from the Premier’s office stopped by to try their luck for our fat pickerel.”


  “And the lodge operated until—”


  “1951 to be exact, ma’am. That’s when Miss Barbara’s parents died in a car accident. She came home from the funeral and closed the place up. Never did much before anyway, mooning around. Ma said she got her heart broken as a girl.” He touched a finger to the side of his sharp little nose. “But she was ninety-five when she died. That’s a long time to carry a torch.”


  Recalling the bedroom museum, Belle pieced together the evidences of a life. “No other family? No visitors?”


  “Nope. And didn’t surprise me she made no will. Hell, I didn’t expect nothing myself. Say, suppose the new owners might let me stay on? I’m pretty handy. Keep the place ticking like a clock.”


  “It’s possible, Heino.” Belle’s sympathies went out to the man. She’d have to put in a good word. Then she cocked her head and did more computations. “Are you saying that for the last fifty-some years she hadn’t seen anyone?”


  He blew his nose with a huge checkered handkerchief. “Happy enough in her own world. I’d take her out to fish in the Princess. Nights she’d read those Harley Quinn books I got at the library, kept up with the papers, listened to what we could get on the radio. No television out here.”


  “But with no income, how did you manage?”


  “Lived simple, a moose see us through winter, then rabbits, partridge. Sold off some timber now and then. I put up the garden stuff like Ma did. Beans and bacon did us fine. Insurance money lasted over thirty years, then some long-term bonds. But them damn taxes kept climbin’. Taxes overdue. That’s when he came. Miss Barbara found his ad in the classified.”


  Belle paused in mid-sip. Finns were shy, but once they got cooking, look out. “Who? Another realtor?”


  Heino refilled their cups and sat back in a neatly patched aluminum lawn chair. “Fellow who bought antiques. See, she got it in her crazy head that something might be valuable. Maybe old Betsy.”


  Humming a tuneless melody to add to the mystery, Heino escorted her to the storage barn. Next to an ancient Bombardier snowmachine, a dusty tarp covered a huge mound. “Betsy,” he said with pride.


  “A car?”


  “Forty-nine Stud-e-o-baker.”


  “In top shape?”


  “Guess not,” he said, pulling away the tarp gently to reveal a rust bucket, nose cones jutting out like Jane Russell’s Maidenform darlings. “Too durn damp in this climate. That’s what he said, that Mr. Elf. She was real disappointed.”


  “Mr. El...Melibee Elphinstone?” She should have twigged at the mention of antiques. So that’s how the man trolled for treasure.


  “Oozy sort. Went over the place with a fine tooth comb. Into everything. Came back later with a U-haul and took a rosewood chiffonnier, rolltop desk.” He scratched his head and assumed a quizzical look. “Even some moth-eaten comic books from the war years. Captain Marvel. Superman. What kind of dummy would want those?”


  “When was this?” Classic comics could be worth hundreds. Belle had never forgiven her mother for throwing out the first issue of Mad that she’d bought at a garage sale.


  He squinted in deep recollection, a man who measured time by seasons. “Week before the first heavy snow. Middle of November. Then just before Christmas, he gave Reg at the gas station in Cartier fifty bucks to haul him out on his sled. We were socked in tight as a tick. Made another tour, attic to basement. Last I saw of him, he and Miss Barbara were having words. Some nasty fight. Still see her shaking her fist and ordering him off the place. Guess he wouldn’t offer enough for something.”


  Melibee ferried around on the back of a snowmobile. Belle was so engrossed by the story that she had forgotten the time. A wind-up alarm clock on the table read 3:45. “It’s later than I thought. I hate driving in the dark. So have I seen everything?”


  “Been down below?”


  Back in the house, they followed servants’ stairs to a stone basement. A patched cement cistern five-feet high stood empty, once used for collecting rain water from the roof for washing. Through cavernous warrens they walked, an empty, cobwebbed wine cellar, bare storage nooks for canned goods and luggage. The air was dank and chill. Finally they reached the end, a small, dim utility room where the temperature rose. Ancient paint cans formed a ziggurat in one corner. Saws, adzes, and planers sat on a platform, a pegboard held collections of wrenches and screwdrivers, and along the wall leaned scrap plywood amid stiff brown rolls of paper. Belle knelt next to a pile of newspapers, yellowed and crumbling. Shoe salesman Harry Truman was waving a copy of the New York newspaper claiming that his rival Dewey had won the 1948 presidential election.


  She felt a bead of sweat roll down her forehead. “Why do you keep this room warm?”


  “Dunno. Always did. From the start the lodge had a boiler, radiators. Then got the electricity and put in heaters.”


  “Yes, I was surprised at the power line. That must have cost.”


  “Spared no expense to keep guests comfortable,” he said in approval. “’Course that was in Colin Bagshaw’s time, Miss Barbara’s father.”


  Belle moved across the dry concrete floor to the piles of scrap boards. In the flickering light from a lone bulb, some seemed vaguely coloured, smeared with paint, children’s efforts. She sneezed at the dust. What a tinderbox. Yet it had potential, given a cleanup.


  As she turned to leave, she saw moisture in Heino’s eyes. He blew his nose with a honking sound. “She died here, Miss Barbara did. Heart gave out. I found her all peaceful like. Face as smooth as a young girl’s.”


  Seventeen


  At the office, Belle found Miriam chatting with Jesse. “Would you tell this one to relax?” Jesse said. “I’m still wrapping up loose ends.”


  “Me, too. Your Christmas presents finally came,” Miriam said. “I thought they were lost in the mail between here and Minnesota.” On Belle’s desk were two colourful parcels.


  Belle gave her a smile and with an interested eye, opened the box and unfolded a navy fleece jacket made by North Face. Top-of-the-line equipment. Very light, like a sweater. When she put it on, she felt a lump and cords. “Are you trying to electrocute me?”


  Miriam laughed and clapped her hands. “ ‘Warmth on Demand,’ the brochure says. I know you hate wearing your heavy down coat in the van. Spare batteries, too.”


  Belle was amused at the high-tech venture but hid her suspicions about the effectiveness of such paraphernalia. Miriam must have spent hundreds on the gear. “What’s in the other package? More electric...”


  “Socks! Now you’re totally wired for action!”


  Late that afternoon, instead of an interview with the Chief of Police, supposedly at a conference in Montreal, Belle found herself leafing through Blue Line magazines in a central waiting room. In a study of murder rates per 100,000 people, Canada weighed in at a smug 2.3, next to the U.S.’s 8.8. Among cities, Washington D.C. hit the homicidal jackpot at 59.5, nearly 45 times peaceful Toronto’s 1.8. But what made her squirm in her plastic seat was Sudbury’s dubious distinction, grouped with Regina and Saskatoon between 4.0 and 5.0. The dull headache from a night of stove backdrafts wasn’t helping her mood.


  Just before five, she was directed to the office of Ronnie Jurok, a liaison officer. Instead of choosing a friendly armchair and coffee table cluster in the corner, Ronnie motioned her toward a straight chair across from a circular computer desk. Thick taupe carpeting, dark brown vertical fabric blinds, a selection of abstract lithographs, and a view of busy Paris Street made Steve’s office look like a shambles. Trim in creased wool pants and a hand knit sweater decorated with lions, Ronnie offered coffee, which Belle waved off to begin outlining the escalating harassment that was stealing her sleep.


  “Brian Dumontelle’s behind all of this.” She wondered at the politics of mentioning the rumours about the man’s shady connections, but voted with her mouth, then added with an earnest expression, “I’ve known Steve for twenty years. If he had a gun at his head, he wouldn’t break the law.”


  Barely thirty, from the recent MBA diploma framed on the wall, trained in public relations more than policework, Ronnie smiled unconvincingly behind mauve-tinted glasses as she jotted on a pad what looked like doodles not words. “Your...concerns have been noted. But an ongoing investigation is very confidential.”


  “His wife said he’s in a safe house. I’m a close friend. Is there any way I can—”


  “Naturally, he’s talked with his wife and legal counsel. Anyone else is out of the question.”


  Belle’s molars clenched so hard that she thought she heard her seven-hundred-dollar gold crown crack. She stood, eyes narrowed, surrendering to the bureaucratic firewall. “How long before this...situation will be resolved?”


  Ronnie raised a ruthlessly plucked eyebrow narrower than Jean Harlow’s at her most ingenuous and snagged the phone on ring one with undisguised relief at quick closure. Listening for a moment, her voice played dulcet violins. “Mayor Gordon, can you hold a second?” She muffled the receiver and remarked blandly, “I don’t wish to sound harsh, but your guess is as accurate as mine. Justice isn’t quick. And for good reason. But it will be served.”


  Tell that to Guy Paul Morin, tried twice and jailed for years in between for murdering a young girl next door. He’d fit the profile so well that evidence had been tainted, if not manufactured. She returned to the office with sagging shoulders. Jack hadn’t reported in lately, Miriam seemed to be enjoying her temporary vacation, and property transactions were as frozen as her rockwall. Confiding to Jesse about Steve, she found herself twisting a tissue into shreds. “What can I—”


  “A typical Gemini. Juggling fifty plates at once, all crashing onto your head. Take a lesson from a balanced Libra. Go one step at a time, nothing less, nothing more. You’ve been running across town tracking suspects to clear Miriam. Difficult enough. And now from what you say, Steve’s problems are beyond your control. Are you trying to drive yourself to a stroke?” She reached into a desk drawer for a blood pressure machine, affixed it like a rubber octopus to Belle’s arm amid protests and took a reading. “145/92. That’s terrible. Cut out the poisonous coffee for one thing. Drink my green tea. The anti-oxidants will boost your immune system.”


  “They won’t make me immune from murder. At this point, I don’t care any more.” Wrenching free of the tell-tale cuff, Belle took several deep breaths, then massaged her temples. “Steve’s the last person I need to lose now. And this headache...”


  Jesse passed Belle three aspirins, a cup of tea and a pile of faxes. Then she riffled a set of file cards like a keno dealer. “I’m no Puritan, but sometimes their work ethic has merits. Stop stewing and get back to your job.”


  After gulping her medicine like a chastened child, Belle followed the advice. Then she flipped off her glasses, squinting at the small print. The thin, crowded page seemed blurrier than usual, or was it fatigue? “And to top it off, I need reading glasses,” she mumbled.


  Jesse turned her head. “What’s that?”


  The message repeated at double decibels, Jesse waved her gigantic squared-off tortoise-shell trifocals. “Welcome to middle age. Bite the bullet and get bifocals,” she said. “But not those gradual lenses. You end up with twenty percent in No Man’s Land.”


  “Impossible. How could I walk in the woods without tripping?” Belle rubbed her nose, stopping short of mentioning that she’d feel ten years older. Then she perked up at a connection. “Call Celeste for the name of Melibee’s optician neighbour. We’ll score a two-birder with one stone.”


  Parachuted in after a cancellation that afternoon, Belle found herself in Dr. Reid’s waiting room, staring at another fish tank. Was there something about Sudbury that encouraged that hobby? A touch of Tanganyika inside the tundra? On adjoining chairs, two teenagers discussed the merits of Ecstasy and plans for a rave at a local club, a baba in a long black dress knitted pink booties, and a jumbo-bellied man in a snowmobile jumper tried to engage her in conversation about the Blue Jays’ new closer. Maybe it was called spring training in Dunedin, Florida, but tell that to the ten feet of snow on her roof. Browsing through the magazines, she picked up a National Enquirer with Cher’s picture on the cover. In Michael Jackson mode, the Cherokee princess had undergone one too many facelifts and lost all her skin’s elasticity. A grim mask looked at Belle, who resolved to add an extra layer of aloe lotion before bed.


  Marvin Reid was a short, pigeon-breasted man with an immaculate white coat, teal shirt, a pretentious dotted red bow tie only Pierre Berton could handle, and tiny wire-rimmed glasses. His small fingers danced like hamsters as he snicked interminable armies of lenses into the machine. The routine always made her nervous, a critical test whose scores no study could improve. After ten torturous minutes, her answers lost all confidence. “Yes, no, maybe, I give up.”


  Reid sighed in clear impatience, releasing a spicy odour of cloves, an odd choice for breath management. “Don’t be so precise. Choose whatever lens is better, even marginally, total clarity aside. Notice that I review your choices several times to pinpoint the results. You couldn’t lie if you tried.”


  Melibee, Miriam, now Steve. Lies and distortions. My whole life lately, Belle thought. Would anything ever bracket itself into clarity, click neatly into place? In the darkened room, she drifted underwater, the scene as blurry as the Vaselined lens that had filmed Doris Day in Midnight Lace.


  Finally Reid switched on the light, leaving her blinking like a lemur at the glare. “Presbyopia,” he announced as he rechecked the chart, adding bluntly, “Common at your age.”


  “Sounds contagious.”


  “There are other options. You could try the new eye surgery.” From a handy pile on his desk, he plucked a business card promoting the local whiz kid. Did Reid get a percentage? From what she had read, at nearly $3000 per peeper, the profit margins were considerable.


  “Not a chance. Call me conservative, but I’m not letting lasers slice these babies. I was given only one pair. And just a reading prescription, please. No bifocals.”


  “Very impractical. You’ll be forever switching glasses and losing track of them, but suit yourself.” He entered notes into her file, humming a tuneless version of “The Girl From Ipanema.”


  “Go anywhere over Christmas?” Belle asked in casual fashion, knowing the answer.


  Reid recounted visits to the mosquitoey rain forests of Costa Rica, the wretched food (monkey, he suspected), shabby hotels, the plane trip where they sat four hours on the runway after two hours of weapons checks. “Sounds exciting,” she said in dimbulb enthusiasm.


  Leaning toward her, he bit like a hungry pike grabbing a wriggling worm. “Not half as interesting as what had happened when I got back to my apartment. A brutal murder. Balmoral Drive. Who would have imagined?”


  After some discreet pumping, he dropped such a bombshell that Belle gulped back a yell. The new nugget involved yet another woman. “A bimbo, I’d say, though the word isn’t one I use at Mother’s table,” he confessed, steering her toward the frame room with a snap of his fingers to the assistant.


  Shuddering at four hundred dollars for Yves St. Laurents, Belle browsed through discontinued selections and chose a bronze metal model with spring grips. When Reid heard she had no vision plan, he sucked his teeth but dropped the price, leaving her wondering if INCO workers with kingly bennies were subsidizing the rest of Sudbury.


  “So the girl was that young?” Belle asked, noticing that extra charges for scratch protection and non-glare had doubled the cost.


  Reid parked her on a chair in front of a triptych mirror, adjusting the fit with the fussiness he’d used with the lens apparatus. “Hardly twenty. Could have been his daughter. I saw her often.” He cleared his throat pointedly. “Late at night and quite early in the morning, unlike the MacDonald woman.” He cleared his throat with the baldest of innuendos.


  “Are you sure it wasn’t his cleaning service?”


  “Merry Maid doesn’t employ staff with lip piercings and blue crew cuts. And that’s not all.” With a touch of prurient interest in his voice, he described a “disgusting” kiss witnessed as the elevator doors opened. All three had headed in separate directions, and he hadn’t spoken to Melibee after that embarrassment.


  “Fascinating. What a talent for details,” Belle remarked, noting in the mirror that she needed a haircut and that more grey strands were making incursions on the red. “Who was this mysterious woman? Did you hear a name?”


  He shook his head like a parrot refusing a pineapple chunk, wrinkling his pointed nose. “Couldn’t help the police. Just ‘sweetie,’ ‘baby,’ common language. Never saw a car. Probably took the bus.” The last word was spoken like a lifestyle accusation.


  Miriam’s battered Neon had replaced Jesse’s Bonneville in the parking lot at Palmer Realty. Entering the office and stuffing her coat into the closet, Belle heard “Baby Love” on the Oldies station, then “I’m baaaaaaaaack, and I’ve brought coffee. Kenyan.” Miriam danced out of the washroom.


  “If I’d known you were coming, I’d have baked a dozen bagels,” Belle said, giving her a high five. Should she tell her the latest dirt about Melibee and spoil a rare happy moment? Eventually she’d have to dole it out like bitter medicine. And why compound the gloom with her worries about Steve?


  “Everything’s caught up. Jesse was a doll.” Miriam said with a slight hesitation, the Yellow Pages open on her desk. Though she was smiling, a worry line traced up from the bridge of her nose.


  “What’s wrong?” Belle sat down, feeling a twinge in her back. Probably stress. Maybe she could arrange a quid pro quo with a masseuse. “Dumb question.”


  Picking up the blood pressure cuff like dirty laundry, Miriam stuffed it into a drawer and set her foot roller in motion. Instead of a blissful expression, she firmed up her mouth. “It’s Melibee’s funeral mass. I’m wondering where to—”


  Belle pounded the desk, flipping a paper clip holder onto the floor, scattering its contents like juju bones. “Funeral mass? You’re giving that—are you cra...” She bit off the last word and looked out the window.


  “I’m in a very difficult position, under arraignment for his death. But we won’t speak of that now. According to Celeste, there was no funeral. That sleazy wife scattered the ashes, probably in a very nasty place.” Miriam folded her hands and looked at Belle. “No matter what anyone says, he was a deeply religious man. His parents had no services, he told me, and he missed the sense of closure.”


  Flowing into her own memories, Belle tuned out Miriam’s words. Her mother had been cremated, and her father had chosen the same plan. The First Nations people in nearby Massey ran the facility. Casinos, cut-rate cigarettes and cremations. Other than consonants, was there a sinister connection?


  “Are you listening?” Miriam rapped the desk like a medium at a seance.


  “Sorry. I was thinking of my mother.”


  Miriam’s voice grew calm and decisive. “I refuse to believe that he was the fraud people are calling him. Didn’t you tell me that he gave that Finn woman thousands for the silver? And lots of firms make bad investments. Timing is everything. Who saw the tech crash coming?”


  True enough. Luckily, Belle’s Royal Bank Sci/Tech fund had sold skyrocketing Nortel, Canada’s flagship, before it fell from $143.50 per share to the cost of half a Big Mac, even if the capital gains taxes had dinged her five thousand dollars.


  “And I want to pay Celeste something, even if it is nominal.” She looked toward the closet where her old woollen coat hung. “I took the fox Mel gave me to the Hock Shop.” With a quiver of her lip, she added, “Turns out that’s where it came from. He was as broke as I am. Just put up a brave front, poor guy.”


  Despite the skewed interpretation of Melibee’s actions, Belle melted at the evidence of Miriam’s unconquerable soul. Scoundrel or not, he was dead, and his chief mourner deserved support. Ashamed to have dragged her heels at offering help, she turned to her trusting friend, who had bared her humiliation like a raw wound. “So what are your plans? Did he have a local church?”


  “He didn’t attend regularly, but he wore a small gold cross under his shirt. And he had a faith beyond the trappings of ceremony.” Miriam fingered the phone book. “St. Jean de Brebeuf downtown, the grey stone place they rebuilt after that fire. It’s lovely but so big. I’m afraid of the awkwardness of a few people in that cathedral.”


  Pathos is a better word, Belle thought. What if they gave a memorial mass and nobody came? Or suppose an angry crowd turned out? She spoke with mustered caution. “Those people affected by his sc...unfortunate investments have lots of relatives.”


  Miriam nodded, turning her gaze to a wall calendar with a nineteenth-century village scene painted by Cornelius Krieghoff, sleighs, puffing chimneys, a comfy inn. “We need some quiet little place. Just you, me, maybe Jack. Thank God he came down. Those long nights at the hospital, waiting for the sunrise, I wondered if I’d ever laugh again. Making me smile was always his greatest gift.”


  “Leave it to me. My friends are religious in the traditional sense, even if I keep my cathedral in the woods,” Belle said. Speaking of Jack, where was the rascal?


  Around six, she stopped at Jesse’s. Her friend was completing a clay mask the size of a dinner plate. Made of terra cotta and decorated with acorns and leaves, at a distance its large, rectangular mouth resembled Ernest Borgnine’s yelling for his girlfriend in Marty. Close up, the expression, a primal combination of earth and fire, chilled her. “It’s great, but very strong,” she said. “I’m not sure about that face lurking on my living room wall.”


  “Lurking? Is that how you envision the woodland spirits, fearless bushwoman?” Jesse’s talented index finger gave a final smoothing to the bulging eyes. “Elves, fairies, my lesser beings wouldn’t frighten a child. Nice for prim ladies, yes? But the mask chooses, not the buyer. And when the Oak Lord selects a partner, he calls for someone equally as powerful.”


  “Sounds like a mating ritual.” Belle shivered and scanned the bookshelf, a repository of feminist bibles, from a signed copy of The Feminine Mystique to The Female Eunuch to Women Who Run With Wolves. From a shelf, she picked up a clay druid, wearing a hooded cloak and holding a songbook. “Anyway, Dr. Reid mentioned another of Melibee’s women. A girl, quite young. We should keep Celeste posted about these developments. Where is she, anyway?”


  “Back in Ottawa until something comes up. She’s reviewed the disclosure statements, filed the briefs, done all that she could for now.”


  “Sure, but what about the defense strategy?” Belle disliked the lawyer, and despite the possibility of hurting Jesse’s feelings, couldn’t ignore prickly questions that sounded like an assessment of a piece of horseflesh. With studied innocence, she added, “Celeste seems so young. How many trials has she been through? How many verdicts has she won?”


  Jesse cleared her throat, covered the mask with damp cheesecloth, then wiped her hands on a towel. “None, actually.”


  Inside the cloak, the druid was a hollow man, an illusion. Belle’s voice rose along with her heart rate. “I thought she was a crack attorney. You’re telling me that—”


  “Calm down. She never won technically because no cases ever went to court. Either she plea-bargained, or the charges were dropped over insufficient evidence.”


  Belle lapsed into a grim funk as she drove home, letting her wipers clear soggy flurries from the windshield. Jesse’s advice about spinning plates worked only with an anaesthetized brain. Hers wouldn’t stop chattering mixed metaphors. What miracle was Celeste planning? Were they all living in a fool’s paradise? Floating in the same leaky boat? No light at the end of the tunnel of love, and who wants to go down on the Titanic? Preoccupied, at a particularly wicked turn with high banks, a luge track, she nearly collided with a large white car of an innocuous make coming the other way. Idiot, she thought. No one observed the posted 50K max. When she’d bought the property, only twelve families lived full-time on Edgewater Road, and she knew every vehicle and snowmobile track. Now there must be nearly forty. Civilization was crowding her, and giving it the elbow had no effect.


  That night she called Hélène, a faithful at Sunday mass, who suggested the little church in Skead across the lake. “Father Mike’s very easy to talk to, what we girls used to call a dreamboat. In my younger days, I might have dreamed of luring him from the priesthood.”


  Eighteen


  At eight that morning, before Miriam arrived at work, Belle took a call from New York. “Bill Evans from Verity Antiques,” a voice said with the nasals of the Big Apple. “I understand that you were asking about the Tiffany Chrysanthemum plates. A splendid example of art nouveau. We have a wonderful Talashkino candelabra set in bronze. Enamel-decorated ‘champlevé’ style after a design by Princess—”


  “Actually...” Belle flattered the man shamelessly, sketching the image of a serious collector marooned in Ultima Thule. In the information network surrounding rare pieces, Bill had been at Sotheby’s auction where the plates had sold to an Australian software tycoon for over eighteen thousand. Belle recalled the seven thousand that Hilda had received. Melibee’s commission had been reasonable, considering his travel costs and Sotheby’s cut. Perhaps he had a softer side.


  “I have friends at the firm,” he added with a conspiratorial chuckle. “And I asked who had brought the set in. Perhaps more treasures lurked in the attic, so to speak. We do cooperate when we can. It’s a tight market.”


  “A Mr. Elphinstone, I presume.”


  “No, a woman. Let’s see, jog the old brain cells.”


  While he hemmed and hawed, Belle ticked the seconds. Melibee with a conspirator was not an unfamiliar idea. His wife Debby came to mind, with her acting abilities, a natural liar. Then there was Dr. Reid’s bimbo. Catching connecting flights from Toronto or Ottawa, either could have been in and out of New York on a weekend.


  “Sue.”


  “For Susan?”


  “Susanna. A sweet old name you rarely hear anymore. I wonder why? Susanna Moodie, that’s it! And there was something about two separate cheques issued. An odd Canadian tax situation, I suppose.”


  Belle set down the phone with a tingling in her toes. Either someone was playing a practical joke or was a direct descendant of one of Canada’s first authors, Susanna Moodie, whose Roughing it in the Bush in 1852 warned naïve British settlers against coming unarmed to a rugged country. Did Debby have a literary side? Was the bimbo a prodigy?


  After calling the rectory, Belle and Miriam took a late afternoon drive to Skead. Half an hour later, they passed deep kettle lakes formed by the last glacier melt, punctuating hills of sand and gravel which fuelled Rainbow Concrete’s nearby pit operation. Scrub birch and poplar dotted with hollow four-foot-diameter cedar stumps served as remnants of a forest fire in the Fifties that had stopped a few kilometres short of charring a few cottages. Then, as they crested the last hill, instead of heading left down Edgewater Road, they went towards the town, Lake Wapiti shining in the distance like a giant’s white tablecloth, crisscrossed by snowmobiles following the trail poles.


  “Sometimes it doesn’t thaw until early May,” Belle said. “Then pray God the ice goes out peacefully without taking my dock.”


  Other than the First Nations reserve, the only other settlement on the lake, Skead had barely six hundred souls but a strong collective spirit, including a website and a newsletter. Seventy-five years ago, a small lumbering encampment began on the shore, now merely a scattering of company houses refitted many times over, a newer subdivision and tons of sawdust at the bottom of a bay where the sawmill had stood. Those who wanted to live on a permanent vacation spot and raise their kids in country quiet chose these streets. Tony’s Marina, the only business, was closed in winter. Past the Recreation Hall, site of holiday pancake breakfasts and home of the tiny library, was St. Bernardine’s.


  They parked in the empty lot, passing a simple shrine to Mary often duplicated in the yards of devout French Canadians. A knock at the side door brought Father Mike Belmore, dressed in sweatpants and a cable knit cardigan. A stocky man, he carried ample poundage, with a dimpled, cherubic face framing his generous mouth.


  “Welcome, ladies. I’m glad you called. Normally, I’m here only on Sundays,” he said, his hands fluttering like white monarchs. “Let’s go into the vestry. I save the heat for our services. Keeps the altar flowers fresher, too.”


  The cozy nook downstairs had second-hand furniture but first-rate hospitality. An electric wall unit which cranked the temperature over twenty-five degrees Celsius made them shed their coats promptly. Humming “The Lusty Month of May.” Father Mike bustled around, steeping a huge Brown Betty pot of tea and passing a plate of oatmeal cookies the size of hubcaps. “One a day’s my limit. My parishioners keep me in desserts and sweaters,” he said, his double chin nodding onto his collar. “Can’t hurt their feelings.”


  Miriam explained that the mass would be a memorial. No remains. No family. The priest’s Jersey calf eyes blinked in understanding.


  “A celebration of his life by friends is just as fitting. The church is here for all, despite the falling numbers. Our congregation is as compact as the building,” he said, stopping to mop his broad brow with a handkerchief. “But to be quite frank, five or ten years from now, our parish will likely close, as have many.”


  “Perhaps a renewal of faith,” Miriam said, with a gesture of hope meant to reward his kindness. “In the wake of the U.S. attack, more people are going back to church.”


  “Unfair weather friends, I fear, though blessed be the return of all lost sheep.” He took a third cookie and finished it in three bites as if following a personal ritual, then picked up a pad and pencil. “So to business, as we began on the telephone. I’ve mentioned the nominal fees, but will anyone be speaking a eulogy?”


  Miriam folded her hands. “No, Father. Just a discreet remembrance. His life and his passing were...” here she paused to glance at Belle, “more than words could express.”


  Two furrows parted the heavy brows as he eyed the remaining cookies. “I see. His true place lies in your hearts. What about the service? Is either of you Catholic?”


  “Lapsed Anglican,” said Belle, who hadn’t seen the inside of a church since she was kicked out of the Girls’ Friendly Society at fourteen for smoking at an Easter picnic.


  “Abandoned Methodist, or United, or whatever it’s become,” Miriam confessed, shifting in her chair.


  “Not to worry. If you have a few more minutes, I’ll explain the program. And would you like a notice in the paper or on the radio so that other friends can attend?”


  Miriam turned pale, finished her tea with a distressed expression only Belle could decipher. “I don’t think so.”


  “As you wish. Any particular hymns that were his favourites? Our organist is very versatile.”


  They left having learned that St. Bernardine (1380-1444) appeared in Siena as a young man at the height of the plague and volunteered his talents to nurse the sick. “Father Mike’s a good man. We chose the right place,” Miriam said. “I feel better about saying goodbye to Melibee in this lovely setting.”


  “You seem back to your old self. But too mellow. Can we hope for a bout of cantankerousness?” Belle said as she drove, stealing a glance at her friend’s calm profile.


  “Calice! You’re over the centre line.” Miriam’s hand gripped the dash.


  Resisting the panic which could send them into a spin, Belle guided the steering back to the right as they navigated a wicked curve marked by reflective plastic strips. Every other week, cars were off the road on this stretch, usually bogging harmlessly in the snow. But a flip could be fatal. Did the wandering van need an alignment? She watched her speed dip back below 90 kph, though it was difficult to read numbers on the dash. Maybe she could move from that problem into telling Miriam about the optometrist’s babe. “I should get bifocals. That’s what Dr. Reid advised.”


  “Giving him your business after what he told the police? Mel didn’t like him, and neither did I. Nose in the air. Smells like a clove factory, too.”


  “No worse than your attorney’s gum. Anyway, can you handle more information about Melibee?”


  “Looks like I’ll have to sooner or later, so I’d better grow a rhino skin. Celeste has given me some tips about ruthless prosecutors.”


  Belle swallowed a lump in her throat. “Reid saw a woman, a very young woman, at the condo. Some hanky panky in the elevator, too.”


  Miriam didn’t answer for a moment, her gaze following a raven lifting off the pavement with an annoyed flap, leaving a porcupine pie and settling atop a telephone pole. “Could mean nothing. A relative.”


  “No kissing cousin ever came forward. I know it’s humiliating, but put pride aside when your future’s involved.”


  “Fine. Who is this...person?”


  “We don’t have a name yet, but a blue crew cut and a lip piercing should narrow the field.” Belle slowed for the traffic light in Garson, as an enclosed mini-plow blew a path for a puffy-coated woman pushing a wheeled walker, plastic grocery bags dangling from both sides. “We intended to keep the mass private. But let’s post announcements like Father Mike suggested. Maybe she was only a fortune hunter. Maybe she loved him. Either way, it might smoke her out.”


  “Love? What a deceptive word. No one that young could imagine my feelings for Mel. It would nauseate me to see her. But you’re right. We have to know.” She turned to Belle, her voice under tight control. “I’ve tried to keep a stiff upper everything, but I have my doubts about new evidence rescuing me from that court date. And even if I am found innocent, it’s still a stigma. How could I look anyone in the eye? Not to mention the bad publicity for us.”


  “We’d probably sell more houses,” Belle said with a wry laugh. “So let’s follow every possible lead, no matter how unlikely. Is there anything else, any place you—”


  Miriam turned toward her. “The apartment was cleaned out by the police, all papers given to the fraud investigators. But how about the small office he rented? I dropped him off there once. Could any clues be left?”


  “Sounds like a plan.” Belle turned the heater down and mopped her forehead. “Wheew. I’m sweating like a beast in this down coat.”


  Miriam looked over with a hurt expression. “Why haven’t you tried out my new jacket?”


  


  That night Belle called Jack to tell him about the service. “Damn,” he said. “Do I have to go?”


  She spoke sharply. “Is this the support you’re giving Miriam?” On second thought, he might feel awkward attending a service for her late lover.


  “OK, boss. I’ll need a suit. Can’t look like a country bumpkin. But I’m getting strapped for cash.”


  “Try the Jarrett Centre on Notre Dame. Antonia’s Tailoring in the mall if you need alterations.”


  The hiss of an opening can filled the silence. Then he said, “I have the lowdown on Elmo. It’s kind of sad.”


  “What do you mean?”


  He muttered a few four-letter words. “Won’t see me donating again. Do you know the Salvation Army doesn’t promote homos to officers?”


  Belle assessed the mindset of a blue-collar male. Couldn’t Jack graduate to “gay”? “Homo” was what Canadians read on milk cartons. “They are a quasi-religious organization. They don’t discriminate against those they help, but legally have a right to choose their staff, shameful though that policy is.”


  A few slurps, then another hiss. But if she bearded him on this point, the cans might be Pepsis, and she’d sound like a nag. Still, who drank two sodas in a row...unless they’d been jogging?


  “Right. So here’s Elmo one of their best. Street people loved the man. He did night runs with sandwiches and coffee, sleeping bags, too. Saved one guy’s life by pulling him out of a refrigerator crate at thirty-five below. He comes out of the closet—”


  “And loses his kettle. It’s low all right. Their loss.”


  Sending Freya out for a nightly ablution, Belle hauled a garbage bag up to the road. It was pitch black, not even a wisp of a moon. A few more weeks and from deep in the forest would come the familiar hoot, “Who cooks for you?” The totem on her routed sign, “The Parliament of Owls.” A heavy snowfall had left twenty centimetres, with ten more to come. Ed had cleared her plowline and made a preliminary exit path before darkness and an electrical short circuit had sent his truck home. Swiping off the top of the bearproof wooden coffin, she added a scotch bottle to the blue box of recyclables for tomorrow’s collection, wincing at her back, cursing herself for not bending at the knees. As she lowered the heavy lid, lights flashed from down the road. Cautious, she shifted behind a thick cedar. A white car similar to a patrol car passed slowly, then accelerated. Their routine weekly check? At ten at night? Or Brian in an unmarked vehicle on his own prowl? “Freya!” she called with renewed fear.


  Nineteen


  Early the next morning, Miriam drove Belle to Melibee’s office on Bristol Street in the older downtown area. Each piece of information added to the dossier on the dead man. With the police short-staffed, there was always the chance that they had overlooked something seemingly innocuous. After parking the coughing Neon in the Northern Breweries lot, Miriam led her around the corner and down a sidestreet with only enough room to wiggle one car through the six-foot snow piles, their tops eroded like dirty lace. “Not exactly trust-inspiring,” Belle said, tramping through the ruts. “No wonder he didn’t meet anyone here.”


  “Probably a tax write-off. Very legal and sweet. You ought to let me give you some tips,” she said with a wink.


  Belle kept quiet about her suspicions that he likely met unsavoury associates in this backwater, an ancient crenellated building which had survived World War I, all but one storefront business with newspapered windows. “Elphinstone Investments” one door read, but they could see through a crack that nothing remained other than scattered office furniture. “Let’s go,” Miriam said, shivering. “Too morbid. This place is as dead as poor Mel.”


  Belle put her hands on her hips. “Since when were you shy? We need to get in.”


  “I left my lock picks at home. What’s your suggestion?”


  They headed for the only functioning business, a used furniture store-cum-junk shop. “Welcome” the sign said. Inside, a lady in a gingham dress behind the counter gave them a hopeful smile, her owlish eyes magnified by Coke bottle glasses. Belle felt guilty about wasting her time as she glanced at the sad collection too old to be fashionable yet too young to be antiques. A chrome dining set with three chairs. A ripped naugahyde couch. Cottage furniture, or a head start for a poor couple. Why disparage an honest effort to earn a living?


  “May I help you?”


  “Is the place next door available? We have an idea for a catering business, and the location is central.”


  The woman smiled, putting down her feather duster. Despite the musty smell infused into the superstructure, the place was spotless, the narrow board floor shiny with wax. “It would be nice to have neighbours again. The owner lives in Barrie. He leaves me the keys, though.”


  “Could we have a look? It won’t take long.”


  “I’m Peggy Longwood. Call me Peg.” She extended a hand knobby from arthritis.


  Belle let the woman govern the squeeze as she introduced herself and Miriam. “The former renter is gone, then?”


  “My yes, but he never was around much. Saw him a few times when he used my bathroom. His toilet began to leak Christmas week, and plumbers were scarce.”


  Minutes later, given the key, Belle and Miriam entered the tiny storefront, hardly more than a shell, patched walls with yellowed plaster. The cheap cardboard file cabinets were empty as the desk. They stooped to examine junk mail, brochures about Caribbean islands. A wall calendar had a red heart around the 14th of January. “Two weeks after he died,” Belle said, turning to her distressed friend. “Looks like he was planning a trip.”


  The corners of Miriam’s mouth quivered. “It’s my birthday. A surprise. Oh, Mel. Why did it all go wrong?”


  While Miriam blew her nose, Belle stared at a cracked floor tile, embarrassed that she’d forgotten. Alone in the San on her birthday. In the confusion, likely no one had remembered, and her friend hadn’t mentioned it until this prompt. Somehow Belle would have to clear Miriam’s name if she had to knock on every door in town and turn over every rock.


  The grimy storage area through a door to the rear had only a few boxes labelled “stationary.” Miriam pointed out the misspelling with a grimace. To one side, a dry toilet and rust-stained sink occupied a small nook. Only the sad note of Melibee’s business card on the shabby linoleum bore witness to his presence, stamped with the track of a muddy boot.


  They returned the keys to Peggy, telling her the place wasn’t quite what they needed. Belle made idle conversation. “Did he have a moving company? We’ll be needing some strong backs when we set up.”


  “I shouldn’t say anything, but you might have read that Mr. Elphinstone was murdered. The police cleaned out everything in the weeks that followed. But it’s odd.”


  Miriam took a step forward. “What is?”


  Peggy put a finger beside her pug nose. “I don’t see well. But my ears are sharper than weasel’s teeth. And I’m sure someone was in there the day after he was reported dead. I told the police that.”


  Belle asked to use the washroom and was directed down a hall toward a small nook. Fallen behind the wastebasket, an envelope with Melibee’s name caught her eye. “If I find you near my sister again, you’ll be a sorry old man,” the letter read, computer typed. “Parasites like you have no right to live.” Didn’t people ever sign mail any more?


  When shown the envelope, Peggy said that a young man had stopped in the shop and asked her to deliver the letter to Melibee since his office had no mail slot. The next time he’d been over to use the bathroom, she’d given it to him.


  In the car, Belle turned to Miriam. “Do you think it’s the same person that sent you that hate note? It’s a different font.”


  “And good grammar, not like the other. No mistaking the threat, though.”


  “What sister? It can’t be Elmo,” Belle said, “unless he and Debby were lying, and she was still in touch with Melibee.”


  Miriam wrapped one finger around an errant curl. “What about the blue-haired bimbo?”


  The memorial mass was held on Sunday. Belle had selected a cream pantsuit with a dark brown cashmere turtleneck. Arriving with Jack, Miriam wore a black wool dress with a pearl brooch and a veiled hat which set a Fifties tone, perhaps her late mother’s. Jack looked spruce in a double-breasted charcoal suit with a burgundy silk tie, as if he were attending his own wedding. Then she focused on his face, one eye puffy and blackened, his lip scabbed. He raised one hand halfheartedly in greeting.


  Had he popped open too many beer cans and taken his temper downstairs to a bar fight? Apparently any good behaviour had reached its best-before date. “What happened?” she asked sotto voce as they entered the foyer of St. Bernardine’s. Having ignored him since they’d left the car, Miriam headed for rows of candles glowing on a side table, dropping coins into the slot and lighting the largest votive offering.


  He shrugged, dipping a finger into the holy water and crossing himself. “Little personal disagreement about a lady at the Ledo. Nothing I can’t handle.”


  “You look like a thug. We don’t need this.”


  “So whose idea was it that I come?” he answered, causing a woman to turn sharply at his tone. “This hasn’t been an assignment for a former altarboy. You couldn’t count the fights I walked away from.”


  The church contained forty to fifty older people. Many nodded pleasantly at the trio and took accustomed places in the dozen rows, removing hats and gloves, but leaving their coats on. Belle empathized. A few degrees lower and she could have seen her breath.


  Regrouping, the trio sat midway, as from afar a recorded ringing sounded. Seven plain windows on either side were divided by ceramic plaques depicting the stations of the cross. The vaulted ceiling, white with wooden beams, sheltered a large pale green area at the end of the nave, decorated with ficus plants and poinsettias. Single candelabra in six-foot holders flanked the simple altar. At one side of the pulpit, an earnest young organist played “The Lost Chord.”


  Noting Belle’s quizzical look, Miriam sighed. “My first piano recital. Like my romance, a magic moment which will never come again.”


  In the middle of winter, flowers were at a premium, but a spray of red gladioli brightened the scene. Simple octagonal light fixtures hung from the ceiling, augmented by winter’s feeble sunlight. When “Only God Could Love You More” began playing, Miriam’s eyes welled with tears, and she sniffed without reserve.


  Father Mike spoke a few all-purpose words to commemorate the late Melibee Elphinstone and pitched his sermon to the story of Jesus among the moneylenders. Had he followed the story in the paper? Belle swallowed a grin, but Miriam seemed in another world, hunched on the padded kneeler, gloved hands folded in prayer. After the collection, half the congregation went in a quiet line to take communion, followed by Jack, head bowed and hands clasped behind him.


  At the service end, they were filing out to the chords of “Leaning on the Everlasting Arms,” when they noticed a small figure in shadow in the last pew. Belle elbowed Miriam, who was wadding tissue into her purse. “Did we snag someone?”


  They hastened down the aisle, but they needn’t have hurried. The young girl in a Roots jacket, her blue crewcut head a splash of colour against the oak wainscotting, was sobbing quietly, oblivious to them. Father Mike came over, white skirts swishing. “Your flowers looked lovely, Mrs. MacDonald, if I may...” Then he noticed the girl, and his voice trailed off.


  At their womanly gestures, he nodded and withdrew, as Belle and Miriam moved into position on either side of the girl. Wiping her eyes, she glanced from one to the other, then to Jack, leaning against a nearby pillar. Then she picked up a leather backpack, her expression confused at their attention.


  “Is there a coffee hour or something? Thanks, but I’m going right back to town.”


  “We’re friends of Melibee. Were you?” Belle asked as if assessing character for an exclusive club. Introducing herself, to avoid awkwardness for Miriam, she added, “And this is Barbie and K...Ben.”


  “Crystal Wilson.” The girl stuck out a pouty lower lip, a tiny, heart-shaped gold stud piercing the middle. “I knew Melie all right. Better than a lot of people. Like much good that’ll do me now.”


  The cryptic statement begged for explanation. “We’d like to share our thoughts with you in this solemn moment. I’m preparing some snacks if you’re hungry. My house isn’t far.”


  With a shrug, Crystal followed them outside, shivering as a blast of wind rolled across the parking lot. “Brr,” she said. “It’s warmer in town. I heard the windshield factor was minus forty degrees this morning.”


  “Pardon?” Belle said.


  “You know, like in some scientific measurement of the air hitting your car?” Crystal replied as if she knew that Belle had flunked Grade Ten physics.


  As they headed down Edgewater Road, the girl’s bonebreaking beater of indiscriminate pedigree couldn’t make the last icy hill and slid into the ditch. Everyone got out and pushed, creating a group spirit. “This is my brother’s car. He’d kill me if I wrecked it,” she said, her Doc Martens slipping on the ice.


  On Belle’s deck, Crystal clapped her hands as Freya bounded out. “Hey, pup,” she said, kneeling to stroke the shepherd and present her face for licks. “I miss Knobby, my pit bull. Whatever happened at home, like, he was always my friend. Don’t let no one ever tell you that them dogs are bad. He slept on my bed and never chewed his teddy once.”


  Over coffee in the living room, they learned that Crystal was a high school dropout of nineteen, working at a dry cleaner’s. She’d met Melibee when he’d picked up a favourite suit. Her skill in eliminating a wine stain had been rewarded with lunch, then dinner. Then...She blushed in a sudden, charming innocence. “Like he knew something about everything I didn’t. Art, antiques, books, movies. It was way cooler than school. He got me to start taking upgrading courses at the adult learning centre.”


  She’d been living on her own in a rooming house since her parents had thrown her out. “Rotten kid, that’s me. Like I shoplifted an eyeliner at K-Mart. Never could live up to my brother Doug at Shield. He’s going to be an engineer. I couldn’t tell him where I was going today ’cause he didn’t approve of Melie.”


  Confirming to herself the author of the note to Melibee, Belle brought out a plate with cheese and crackers. Then coffee for all and a Coke for Crystal. Touching his split lip from time to time as if reliving the fight, Jack leafed through an Outside magazine.


  “Crystal, it’s obvious that you...” Belle shot a glance at Miriam, who was barely able to keep steam from her ears. “Cared for the man. Did you see the relationship going further than good friends?”


  The girl slurped her drink, her tweezed brows contracting like duelling tildes. “Like, we were going to leave this hole. Melie had it set up. Lots and lots of money. A little treasure chest, he said. Waiting all these years.”


  “Waiting?” Belle watched Miriam shift on the sofa and asked, “His investments?”


  The girl snickered, her gold stud clicking against her teeth. “No way. He knew they were going bust. And he was getting out before the pyramid went down. I didn’t really understand that idea. Anyway, this was different. Easier than cash. Portable and absotively untraceable.”


  “Abso...when were you going to go?” Belle asked. Miriam had grown deathly quiet, her fingers drumming silently on her knee in time with the overhead fan. Her eyes were fixed on the gold stud as if she’d like to rip it off and frame it on the wall.


  The girl’s pert, round chin began to wobble, and she stared out the window at a swooping crow. “That’s what really burns me. Just before he was killed by that old bag, who by the way, he used as a cover, he said he had bought the plane tickets.”


  “Plane tickets to...” Miriam began to rise, but Belle motioned her down. Foolish at this point to cause a row with the girl, cooperatively spilling her youthful guts.


  “New York City first, of course. He called it the Big Apple. Cool. It’s ten times bigger than Toronto. Stay at a fancy hotel, see the top shows, do some awesome shopping. Then we were going on down to the islands.” While her audience sat on edge, she paused as if conjuring a scene out of the Arabian Nights, magical places for a local teenager. “Turks and Caicos. Cheap property. The new Barbados, Melie said, and he’d know. We could have started a little inn.”


  Miriam snorted, crossed one leg and swung it nervously. “How ridiculous. That doesn’t sound like him. Are you making this up?”


  “Excuse me. Much you people knew. He loved to cook.” The girl tossed her turquoise head like a restive cartoon pony. “Especially brunch. Eggs Benedict was his specialty.”


  Belle found the prospect of Melibee working a respectable job a new dimension to his personality, perhaps more plausible than other scenarios. Jack had been making Freya raise a paw by offering her cheese bits. But he leaned forward, cracking his knuckles to get their attention. “Not millions, then. But what old prospectors used to call a grubstake. Did he talk to anyone? How about phone calls?”


  The girl sighed, picked up a Triscuit and smeared it with Canadian Brie, taking a test bite, wriggling her tongue around it with a moue. “This isn’t French, is it? Melie taught me about cheese. For example, Stilton needs to be—”


  “Did you overhear anything?” Jack’s voice had a nuance of irritation which only close friends would recognize.


  Crystal tapped herself along the head, flashing him a smile. “Duh. Sorry. Now I remember, K...ben. Neat name. You look kinda old for Star Wars, though. There was one funny thing. ‘Eh, why.’ ”


  They recited in unison. “Eh? Why?”


  Her plump pink face was clearly as puzzled as theirs. “No, like together, but not a question. I heard him say it on the phone a couple of times the week before he died. But he never explained. Guess what I didn’t know couldn’t hurt me.” She spread her hands in convincing naïveté. “Who knows? A code, maybe.”


  Belle followed Crystal to the Airport Road turn to make sure that she passed the rough hills, then returned home where Miriam and Jack were cleaning up. “So what do you think?” she asked. “Is she lying?”


  Jack dropped his cigarette into the pop can, shaking it until the smoke disappeared. “An airhead. ‘Windshield factor.’ Can you believe?”


  “Thanks for not mentioning ‘the old bag’,” Miriam said, heading for the bathroom.


  “She’ll get over it,” Jack said, cocking his thumb. “I think we make a great team. Did you like my approach? Sort of wait, then pounce like a cat?”


  “The important thing is that we got the information and didn’t scare her off. Melibee had a hole card after all. And her brother wrote that note, no mistake.” But were Melibee’s attentions to Crystal enough to make Doug Wilson a murderer? With Steve gone, any information from the investigation was frozen. Maybe she should make an anonymous call to the police about Doug. On a pay phone, of course, with gloves on and her voice disguised.


  Long after they left, and she had finished a platter of angel hair pasta with sausage meat sauce and an avocado salad with balsamic vinegar, she watched Hitchcock’s The Thirty Nine Steps, starring Robert Donat as a military officer on a wild chase across England.


  “Eh, why.” Where was a cryptologist when you needed one?


  Twenty


  A breath before noon the next day, Dorothy Grasslin, Miriam’s friend from the San, walked into the office flashing a set of coupons. “Just my luck to win these gift certificates at a charity auction. ‘This Ain’t the Only Cafe,’ the place is called. Down on Elgin Street.”


  Belle felt her stomach rumble as she closed a file cabinet. “A client recommended it. Their food is better than their grammar.”


  “I’m starving in this weather, but I certainly can’t eat fifty dollars worth of lunch, so how about both of you joining me? It’s possible that I might want to sell the camp this spring. We can discuss that as well.”


  “How generous, Dorothy, and I miss our chats,” Miriam said, pointing with a sigh to an empty brown paper bag. “But I just finished mine, and I need to call Canadian Tire about my car. Treat the boss instead, and we’ll get together another time. I’ve started a new quilt you might like to see. Grandmother’s flower garden. Small hexagonal repeat patterns. An old technique of English paper piecing.”


  “I think I ran across that beauty in my research at the library. It sounds like the perfect occupation for winter nights,” Dorothy said.


  Unable to resist a free meal or another timely customer, Belle grabbed her coat. As they left, they could hear Miriam’s perturbed tones. “The computerized what’s shot? And two weeks for an aftermarket alternator? Can’t wait to freeze my bum waiting for a bus.”


  The temperature hadn’t risen above minus twenty-five all day, typical early February weather, the kind that felt like pneumonia had struck if you breathed too deeply. At Dorothy’s brisk lead, her astrakhan coat swinging around her lanky legs and what looked like a ski pole tapping on the icy pavement, they walked in record time through the downtown core to the small restaurant. As they opened the door, a tantalizing aroma of garlic and roast meat greeted them. Choosing the only free spot, a round table by the windows, they opened the menus with great anticipation, smiling at each other. The choices consisted of three homemade soups, custom-built sandwiches, omelets and a host of salads.


  “Soup weather,” Belle said. “And I want my sandwich hot. The croque monsieur looks good.”


  Dorothy nodded, arranging her coat behind her and leaning the pole against the wall. “My thoughts exactly. Pass the carbos and don’t spare the cholesterol. You’re a woman who likes her food. Never could stand those picky salad eaters on sitcoms.”


  Belle couldn’t help noticing her stick. “That would be handy in the woods. Did you get it here?”


  Dorothy passed her the handsome Leki trekking pole, triple-spring-loaded for support, cork form-fitted handle with an adjustable wrist strap. “I ordered it from Toronto. Cost the earth, but it’s worth it. They came as a pair. Double traction. But the other’s gone missing.”


  After they ordered, Dorothy went to the washroom, so Belle browsed a magazine pile on the window sill, fixing on a Writer’s Digest. Creative writing, what a great career, or better yet, freelancing travel articles, getting paid to take vacations. Maybe there was advice about marketing her song. From several ads in the classifieds, she chose one with a Nashville address, copying the particulars onto a scrap of paper. “Send material with SASE. Free appraisal. Possible contract.” A risk-free opportunity?


  Ten minutes later, they tucked into their gourmet grilled cheese sandwiches, white cheddar with fried onions on huge slabs of whole grain bread. The soup was cream of portobello, full of mushroom chunks and glistening with butter pools. Neither woman spoke much, devouring their choices with a clatter of utensils. Finally, Belle blotted her mouth and groaned blissfully, wishing she’d worn comfortable sweatpants instead of belted corduroys. “Winter. Bless its shameless excuse for extra calories.”


  “Speaking of that, Miriam has gained a few pounds. Looks good on her.”


  “Ninety-nine point nine percent back to normal. Yesterday she chewed me out for forgetting to order fax paper.” She grinned at the woman’s friendly, reassuring face, ashamed of having focussed on its horsey appearance at their first meeting. “Sorry about being so rude at the San.”


  Dorothy waved off the apology. “Quite understandable. I don’t know much about her situation other than the shameless gossip, and I wouldn’t dream of asking, but Miriam seems to have suffered a terrible ordeal. As for the police, I wonder. They still haven’t solved that poor girl’s murder.” A convenience store clerk had been stabbed in a robbery several years ago. Despite having found the killer’s knife, the police admitted that the case had grown cold.


  “It’s frustrating. Criminals don’t always leave footsteps in the snow straight to their front door.” Thinking of Steve’s methodical policework, and now his unfair removal when she needed him most, she balled up her serviette. “My friend’s a cop, but he’s not working at the moment. He was my only connection to Miriam’s case. I miss his updates, even if I had to torture him to get information.”


  “Miriam seems confident. I saw her lawyer several times at the San. She seemed aggressive, but a bit young for my complete confidence.” Dorothy rubbed at a thumbnail, smoothing the edge. No polish for this sensible woman, nor the Fu Manchu talons that ripped off on a snow brush.


  Belle finished her O’Doul’s non-alcoholic beer, trying to banish the bitter taste of Celeste. “ ‘Arrogant’ was stamped on her cradle. But justice in the boonies isn’t the same as in the capital city.”


  Dorothy nodded agreement, then turned to the waiter. “Hot tea, Belle? Coffee?”


  When a large ceramic pot of Darjeeling arrived, Dorothy squeezed fresh lemon into her cup, looking around approvingly. “This place is next to the Mission, which could put some people off, but it should do well. Details count. Anyway, you don’t mean to say that Miriam could face a jail sentence?”


  “We’re trusting that the murderer will be discovered, or barring that, the Crown Prosecutor will decide that it can’t prove beyond a reasonable doubt,” she said with an inward lurch, knowing that the “doubts” were mounting faster than the local landfill, new three-bag limit aside. And she was spinning these tales on her own, hoping to turn fiction into fact.


  “Then be proactive, not reactive. Find the culprit,” Dorothy said with an earnest look and a discreet rap to the table. She added a pinch of Demerara sugar to her cup, stirring thoughtfully. “I wonder if I...if you’d let...”


  Belle watched an idea form on the intelligent face. Dorothy seemed to have time on her hands, volunteered at the San. She hadn’t mentioned any family. “Let you join our team?”


  The woman pursed her mouth in a demure fashion, then drew back her lips to expose large front teeth. “I have some connections in the city. My late husband, in fact, was a private detective.”


  Belle perked up, images of Miss Marple changing her view of the patrician woman. “I’ve always wanted to be a PI, or whatever they’re called.”


  “Rodney said that most of it was ever so tiresome. In his day, surveillance of unfaithful partners took up much of his time. And finding a place to pee, though for men...”


  They both roared, startling a prim librarian type reading a romance novel. Belle was intrigued at the offer. What could another pair of eyes and ears discover? “Miriam’s ex-husband Jack has been helping me, but these efforts are time-consuming. I’m supposed to be running a business, and frankly, I’m scuttling around like a pair of ragged claws.”


  Dorothy extended her long hand across the table for a semi-formal shake, a confident smile emerging, as if she were already planning strategy. “Miriam’s such a doll. This will be fun. So to work. Too much to hope that the man had a butler.”


  Belle’s eyes snapped to attention. This brainstorming was a good idea. “Not a butler...but a cleaning woman, as I recall. I think her name was Elena. Can’t recall the name of the service.”


  “Easy enough. Many of my lucky rich friends refuse to push a vacuum. They’d know the names of the local firms. Then a little story about recommendations, and presto!”


  Gathering that she had read the papers, Belle filled her in with a selected scenario that protected Miriam from embarrassment. Dorothy’s shapely silver brows moved with growing interest. “The wife? That’s such a cliché, isn’t it? Now this girl? Both of them with protective brothers.” She chimed a light laugh, smoothing back her hair. “Everyone you’ve mentioned sounds dangerous, even the dear old ladies. Remember how deadly they can be with a hat pin.”


  “Or wielding a spike-tipped cane.” Belle picked up Dorothy’s stick to thrust and parry, then placed her elbow on the table, her palm cradling her chin. “Add in a mysterious source of money.”


  Dorothy leaned forward. “As in the newspaper accounts? That he’d salted away a fortune in offshore banks? Sounds like a thriller. Perhaps the Russian mafia is involved.”


  Belle grinned at the concept, rubbing a peephole in the frosted glass as an ambulance roared down the street, its siren shrieking. “At least they’d bring long underwear.”


  An hour and a half had passed in a blink before they returned to the office. Belle noticed a popsicle red Jeep Grand Cherokee crowded against the snowbanks. “Yours?” she asked as Dorothy pressed a remote switch that clicked open the lock.


  “I’m embarrassed to own a tanklike SUV which sucks our precious resources. ‘What would Jesus drive?’, the latest campaign asks, but what the hell. The roads are killers, and I want good odds. You only live once, or have I missed something?”


  Belle peered enviously at the custom leather seats, probably warmed by wires. She still hadn’t tried Miriam’s electric gift. “Not that big. About the same size as my derelict van.”


  “Handles like a snow leopard. Anyway, I’ll be in touch. But no deerstalker cap. Sherlock walked the moors, not the tundra,” Dorothy said, using the chrome running board to step handily into the high cab and adjust her belts as she looked at Belle with a self-critical frown. “In all of this excitement, we never got to discuss my camp.”


  “Plenty of time for that,” Belle said, though every cent counted. Neither had she forgotten Dorothy’s “rich” friends. “Spring’s eleven feet of snow away. And thanks again for that wonderful lunch.” Sweet machine, she thought as she watched it muscle through six inches of ice and slush, but with its four-by-four height, awkward for female clients. She’d duct-taped around the van’s rusted gas door, happy that the heavily caulked windshield had stopped leaking with winter’s onset. Wouldn’t a few thousand for a down payment on a new vehicle be welcome? She fingered in her pocket the address from the Nashville company.


  Back at her desk, she printed the lyrics to “Mama’s Table,” a punchier title, and composed a short query letter with SASE. Then she added the envelope to the pile of mail, smaller each day except for dunning letters. Muirhead’s was getting snarky about the overdue stationery bill.


  She filled Miriam in on their new operative, suggesting that since Steve was out of commission, any source of information was crucial. “She’s a smart lady, bored probably. And if her husband was a PI, she knows a few tricks,” Miriam said. “I saw that cute Cherokee, too. I have an idea about our ancient vehicles. When we get back on our feet, that is. Maybe the end of the summer. Two words. Company cars.”


  Was the woman living in a dream world? Still, Miriam knew the angles, so Belle indulged her fantasies. “Leasing, you mean? Yours, too? Is that legal?” Without waiting for an answer, she swung her chair around, looking at the calendar. “No other messages then. Janet might have given me an update.”


  “Take the advice you gave me. Put your pride aside. I know you can’t bear the woman, but call or go over to the house. Doesn’t that make sense?” She buttoned her coat and dashed out to catch the bus.


  Belle dialled Steve’s unlisted home number, but apparently it was no longer in service. Was Janet being harassed by Brian and other enemies of her husband?


  Taking Paris Street to Walford Road, Belle approached the Davises’ modest brick home on Edward Avenue, realizing as she navigated the rutted street that the driveway contained the last two feet of snow. Parking awkwardly, her van’s rear a tempting target for other besieged motorists, she walked next door to a neighbour Steve had mentioned, a teacher at Nickel City College, whose name was Anita Hanson.


  The neighbour greeted her in a tanktop and shorts, “sweating bullets” from a workout on a Stairmaster, she said, insisting Belle come in, if only to warm up from the snow swirling around her boots.


  As they stood in the foyer, Belle introduced herself and explained her worries. Anita said, “They’ve been gone for a while. Janet took her daughter to Thunder Bay to stay with her parents. I promised to water the plants and collect the mail.”


  “Last time I saw her she was pretty upset.” She didn’t feel it necessary to elaborate.


  “That’s strange. Not that she told me anything, but she seemed fine when she left. Smiling and making jokes about the weather.”


  How odd, Belle thought, as she left. Why the turnabout? Too much to hope that Janet would have contacted her again. If only she knew someone else on the force, but with departmental politics, who could be trusted? Fortunately, Brian had been quiet lately. Maybe that unmarked car she’d seen had been an innocent sightseer scoping out lakeside properties.


  She collected a dish of ice cream at Our Place and headed for Rainbow Country. In addition to her weekly lunches, she tried to bring her father an occasional surprise. Nine to five, ice cream was always welcome. After spending a few minutes with him, she checked at the desk to make sure the doctor saw him tomorrow on his weekly visit. The poor man’s neck was red with eczema, and the aide said that his steroid cream was nearly gone. Satisfying herself that his condition would be assessed, she zipped up her coat and turned to leave. Then she heard a bright titter. Millie emerged from the dining room, two men by her side.


  “My neighbour said you called for me,” she said.


  Belle searched her mind to remember what ploy she’d used. Lying was far more complex than telling the truth. “Uh, it was about starting an organization to lobby for better nursing home standards. I understand that the government is planning on cutting the number of minutes a nurse can spend with each patient. That’s outrageous, don’t you agree?”


  Millie’s tiny tongue flitted around her mouth. “Isn’t there already a group? I thought that Thelma said—”


  “Guess the sweet old soul heard me wrong.” Belle tapped her ear. “If you’re interested, why don’t you round up a few concerned people and give me a call? Here’s my card.” She opened her wallet and found one.


  “You’re so good to spend your time like this. With your business and all. And I want you to meet Phil.” A frail, whey-faced man in an overcoat, leaning against the wall in obvious agony, reached forward a palsied hand, his grip cold and feeble. “And Bobby, my son, visiting from Gander for a few weeks. He works on the oil rigs.”


  Belle greeted the bald bruiser she’d seen in the basement, putting Phil Richards, unless he was the world’s best actor, into the “forget it” category.


  Twenty-One


  Since Jack’s leave had ended and he was heading back to Timmins, Belle had invited him for a farewell dinner at her home. From Miriam’s apartment lot, where he’d been able to move the snow machine during the distraction of the latest blizzard, he planned to cross Maley Drive, cut over the golf course, and pick up the pole line through Garson, leading straight to Wapiti. Later, taking the west arm to Capreol would send him to the northern connections. “Driving at night is crazy. Stay over, start in the morning,” she said. “There’s a couch in the rec room.”


  He arrived after lunch, his duffle shockcorded onto the rear of the macho neon yellow sled. “Did 120 klicks in the time trials on Lake Abitibi,” he said, as she marvelled in scarcely disguised jealousy at the high-tech dash, complete with radio and CD player.


  “Fifty’s fast enough to pummel what’s left of my shrinking brain to mincemeat,” she said, pointing to her humble Bravo tarped under the deck, its seat recently duct-taped. “Wapiti froze weeks late, then thawed twice. I don’t trust it. Even the trail plan scouts didn’t put out markers. Besides,” she said, “Freya needs the exercise and so do I, not to mention the two-hundred-dollar pass and insurance. Or maybe I’m getting too old.”


  “That’s no excuse. All’s you need is a muscular thumb.” Jack said, miming the effect with a suggestive grin.


  A no-fail casserole sat in the fridge: spiral whole wheat pasta, black olives, bechamel sauce with a topping of shredded Fontina, Ceasar salad, and for dessert, a miraculous supersweet pineapple from heaven, or Honduras. While Jack tossed tennis balls for the dog, sending her scrabbling down the hall, Belle prepared a thermos of coffee and placed it into a small knapsack.


  “I’m sorry Miriam couldn’t come,” she said outside, Freya whirling in anticipated pleasure of the hike.


  “She’s worried about Rosanne. Gave her a wicked migraine. A couple of Cs on exams and that girl’s into panic mode. They were having a long jaw.”


  “Let me show you my country,” she said. “The trails are tamped firmly. Boots should be fine.”


  As they started up the steep hill from the road, she peered at the hardpacked snow. “That’s funny.”


  Jack looked down. “Lose something?”


  “Someone’s been on this path,” she said with a perturbed expression. “My snowshoes have two large cleats on the bottom. These have only one, like the lighter Redfeathers I loaned Miriam.”


  “Trespassers? Do you own all this property?”


  “Dream on. It’s Crown land. Call me a bit territorial, like a wolf. I don’t begrudge the use to foot traffic as long as they don’t hack the landscape with a snowmobile or quad.”


  Within twenty minutes, they crested the open maple ridge and were moving easily along a level trail. A large yellow birch had grown a secondary trunk branching off at a ninety-degree angle a foot from the ground. “ ‘Kneeler,’ I call it,” she said. “A fallen seed sprouts on a cedar stump. Roots shoot out, then the stump rots, leaving this living wooden sculpture.”


  “Cool,” Jack said, shielding his eyes to scan the forest, then pointing with a mischievous smile to another anomaly up the hill, a sugar maple with two bulging chancres on the trunk. “Burl?”


  They tramped for an hour into a Boreal forest, a mix of deciduous and conifers, passing through the Limberlost Swamp, nosing a brief, gaseous burp from rotten vegetation which lay beneath the pristine white surface. “The only time to visit,” Belle said. “Winter may be a country, ‘Mon pays, c’est l’hiver,’ as the poet says, but it offers a welcome freedom.”


  “No blackflies, you mean. Who misses the buggers?” He mimed a slap to his face.


  Back into the woods, the narrow trail linked with a snowmobile path to Surprise Lake, where under the snow, pink lady slippers gathered strength for their May curtain call. The night had been a soft two degrees Celsius, and Belle noted where a machine had been stuck, the dynamics of moving a mass of hundreds of pounds doubled by the miasma of slush. Battleship-grey cedar spars had been broken off to serve as levers.


  Huffing at the pace, they stopped to sit on a fallen spruce trunk, passing the steaming thermos. “What will we do without you? Can’t you take more leave?” she said, already missing his lively spirit. Jack’s presence had given focus to Miriam’s nightmare, and he’d scouted places she had been unable to visit.


  He hesitated, his eyes crinkled with a curious introspection. Then he looked away. “Let’s say...I might have overstayed my welcome.”


  Had he and Miriam traded words? Was that the real reason for her absence? Or had he been insulted by Belle’s occasional curt treatment? Stereotypes aside, men had feelings, too. “I’m sorry if I—”


  Waving off further comments, he wiped sweat from his brow. She followed his gaze to tree limbs where sinuous snakes of melting snow hung in frozen undulation. “Snow boas,” he said, watching her reaction.


  “Snowaconstrictors.” Glad that he was rejoining her game, she beamed with approval and gave him a thumb’s up. “You have an eye for nature metaphors. Have you thought of writing poetry?”


  His cheeks flushed, and he rolled his neck in a distractive motion as a downy woodpecker tapped diligently for grubs on a rotten birch down the trail. “I used to. For Mimsy. Valentine’s Day and stuff. That was a long time ago.”


  Belle felt an irresistible urge to play matchmaker. “Surely she must have forgiven you after all these years. And you have her laughing again.”


  He shrugged, reached for a pine cone to toss for Freya, smiling as she capered after it. Above them, an eerie creak sounded. Two mature cedars, growing perilously close and rubbing wounds on each other. “Like my marriage,” he commented. “We needed more room. Don’t think I’m no hermit, though. I’ve taken out a few women, I’ll confess. Lonely up north, darker than here in the winter. Know what the last sweetie told me in the middle of what I thought was a rip-roaring good time?”


  Another joke? She rode along with the humour and shook her head.


  “Are we having sex yet?”


  Sad and funny that he’d confess to such a deflating comment. “Your date’s a plagiarist. I read that on a bumper sticker.”


  Jack lit a cigarette and puffed slowly in the cold, still air, his breath a duplicate of hers. “I don’t like leaving this mess. Dead ends everywhere. Tell me honestly about Mimsy’s chances.”


  “I’d know better if I could talk to Steve. Now he’s relieved from duties in a departmental investigation, and I’m left with a stalker.” She told him about Dumontelle’s escalating harassment.


  He smacked his bare hand into the palm of his glove. “Why did you keep quiet? I could have cleaned his clock.”


  Belle shook her head at Jack’s failure to appreciate the danger of probing a cobra with a stick. “He’s an officer with plenty of buddies. You’re in his territory.”


  One squared finger traced his jaw line. “Maybe so. My mouth’s always been faster than my fists.” High in nearby branches, a white-throated sparrow back for a spring fling staked out his bailiwick with two clear, then three wavering notes: invitation to the dance. Jack stubbed out his butt half-finished and put it into his pocket, a gesture of respect for her trail.


  At a glacial erratic boulder the size of a tank, they turned onto a new loop route Belle had taped with blue flags on branches. The way was clear of snowy overhangs, her hatchet marks on fir and spruce stands and hand-broken alders. “I like to pass by landmarks, visit old friends,” she said, as a turn led them to an enormous poplar, its smooth greenish-grey bark a subtle texture and colour against the snow.


  “That’s a big daddy,” Jack said.


  “Check the bottom.” Barely visible under the settling snow lay the gnaws of a girdling by a beaver, whose eyes had outstripped its means.


  “Almost all the way around,” she said. “Must have been chewed when the water was high, because now we’re hemmed in by conifers. No dam, no lodge. Is the tree dead or alive? A mystery. I don’t come here in summer because it gets swampy.”


  Finally, they reached the naked top of a hill overlooking the lake. Granite outcrops kept trees at a minimum and allowed for a 360° degree panorama. Snowmobiles scuttled across the distance like mobile sofas. Wooden huts the size of abandoned packages clustered in villages around choice fishing spots. Set on a pole in the ice, a Canadian flag flapped.


  “Chimbly Hill, I call it,” Belle said, pointing to a squared rock formation poking through the snow, its cracks resembling brickwork. She brushed clean the small inukshuk she’d built on top.


  Jack zipped his coat as a sharp breeze sucked warmth from their bones. “I’m going to miss this place.”


  “So come back for a visit. No charge,” she said, moving closer to shield against the cruel wind, looking at his craggy face as his keen eyes admired her world.


  His pupils dilated, one corner of his broad mouth twitched, and he bent as if to kiss her. Instead of planting a comradely peck on the cheek, he cupped her chin. Catching his intentions, she jerked in impulse, and he stumbled forward as a sharp pop sounded. Freya barked, suspicious of the aborted embrace. With childish satisfaction, wondering how he had entertained the idea of romancing her, she watched him try to balance in the deep snow. The dog continued to raise the alarm, pointing her head east into the hills.


  “Quiet! Haven’t you ever heard a backfire?” Belle looked down across the road a quarter mile ahead, a narrow strip where cottages nestled among the trees, then across the giant platter of the lake, a virtual sounding board which confused directions. She saw no vehicle. Jack fell to his knees, and a scarlet patch christened the snow.


  Twenty-Two


  Jesus, I’ve been shot.” Jack’s mouth pulled into a grimace as he rolled onto his back with a groan and stretched a glove toward his right thigh, where blood saturated his tan pants, the cloth fragmented around a gaping wound. “My leg.”


  Time froze as Belle knelt and stared, almost afraid to touch him, wishing this were a bad dream and he’d jump up with a cartoon grin. “Can you stand?” Dumb question. Her hesitant voice seemed to belong to someone else.


  “Even if I could, I’m bleeding too much to walk.”


  Cold fear charged down her spine, and her heart raced in panic. Get him comfortable first, then find help. The path was narrow, but with a few rough corners hacked, a snowmobile with a sled might get through. Welcome to the nightmare of the North, the gamble of peace and quiet in exchange for ten-minute access to medical care. No rescue helicopter could land on this uneven terrain.


  Jack read her thoughts, reaching for his leather belt, yanking it off with a wince of pain. “First aid’s a required course at the mine. Get a tourniquet on this and go. I’ll be all right. And use my Yamaha. Key’s in the ignition.”


  Belle adjusted the belt with a thick twig for maximum tension. He promised to loosen it every few minutes, but suppose he passed out? She shrugged off her down coat and spread it over him, waving off protests. “I’ll heat up running back. This will keep the chill off.” Luckily his Gore-Tex parka would waterproof his long torso against snow melt.


  Then she turned to Freya, who was softly whining. “Lie down, girl. And stay.” The panting dog smelled the primordial warning of blood and sensed the tension. The man was hurt, and she liked him. Obediently, she lay cradled in Jack’s arms.


  Belle wheeled and began a slow, deliberate jog, careful not to come down too hard on the path and posthole into a broken ankle. Twenty minutes later, she was home, dialling 911 between gasps. “A man in the bush has been shot,” she said. “1903 Edgewater Road.” Clarifying the location, she was asked whether the air ambulance could land on the lake. Only a few weeks ago, two elderly snowmobilers had gone down into open water on the East Arm. The ice was still suspicious. Minutes could make the difference, yet...“I wouldn’t trust it. There’s a tourniquet on him, and he’ll be at the road when the ambulance arrives.”


  Her next call was to Ed. His pricier Phaser had the guts her little Bravo lacked to bring Jack back, and she was too unsure of Jack’s beautiful beast. Whether or not the trip would cause more damage was a calculated risk. The faster he reached safety, the better. Her great-grandfather Reuben Palmer had chopped off three toes in Muskoka as a logger and lived to see ninety. In 1880, medical care consisted of a bottle of castor oil, boiling water and a sharp knife.


  Ed’s snappy red machine, “Rocket Man” painted on the hood, roared into the yard minutes later, towing a light, fibreglass sled used to transport supplies, namely beer, to his ice hut. She ran to meet him as he hit the kill switch. “Where the hell is this guy? Up your geezly little trail? How are we...”


  Dressed in her second warmest coat, a puffy nylon jacket, Belle waved a hatchet at him. Then she untarped her machine, freed the skiis with a wicked kick, pulled the starter cord, and turned it on its side to clear the track, muddy from last April’s parking. Her back gave a small tug, which she ignored. Finally, she shockcorded the tool and two striped Hudson Bay blankets to the rear carrier frame. “It’s steep at first, but the path is solid. We may have to cut a few saplings. Don’t get fancy, or you’ll bog for sure.”


  Following her sled, Ed gunned his motor up the trail from the road, navigating around bushes and narrowly missing trees. Luckily the firm snowshoe trail held their weight. Reaching the top of the maple grove, he called, “How far?”


  “Ten minutes if we get lucky.” As they came to a narrow curve, Belle jumped off her sled to attack several inch-thick maples that would have to exit the gene pool. She coughed at the noxious exhaust cloud blowing her way. She used to inhale it like fine perfume, the signature of liberty in the winter. “We were at the overlook when Jack was hit. I thought it was a backfire.”


  Frown lines creased Ed’s smooth, round face. With no helmet, his silvery hair fell in limp strands across his forehead. “No one hunts now except for grouse, maybe a dumb rabbit. And that’s buckshot. Wouldn’t have carried far. What the hell’s going on?”


  Finally they reached the outcrop, where Jack lay under the coat with Freya licking his chin. His eyes were fluttering, clear evidence of a lapse into shock. “Poor bugger,” Ed said, as Belle tramped around to pack snow for a base. Otherwise, they’d be up to their armpits, reaching awkwardly over their heads to manoeuvre the man.


  Jack mumbled, “Mimsy, let me in. I’ll never...” They bundled him in blankets and eased him into the small sled, his boot heels dragging off the end, frozen pills of blood dotting the path like scattered highbush cranberries. “It’s cold, hon. Can I put my feet on your...” Then his head lolled to one side.


  Belle gulped back a sob as she secured his arms. “He’s Miriam’s ex-husband.”


  With only a few dicey spots, now that the trail had been widened, they returned to the house in less than ten minutes. From afar, a siren wailed, loud then soft as the vehicle wove between hills. She stopped before the final steep descent to the road. “We could lose him at this point if the sled topples. Let the paramedics handle this.”


  After skidding into her drive, she returned to hail the ambulance by standing on the road. “It’s a gunshot wound in the thigh. He’s passed out.”


  “So where’s...” One of the paramedics peered into the woods while Ed yelled and waved his arms. Within minutes the three men had used a portable stretcher to ferry Jack to the waiting doors of the unit. Vital signs were taken, and an intravenous and an oxygen mask set up. The driver wrote down their names and addresses.


  To her chagrin, Belle watched the rear door shut. “Can’t I–”


  “Sorry, only in the movies. He’ll be at St. Joseph’s, the old General,” the driver said from the window.


  “Take care of him.”


  Her knees were shaking from the tension and physical exertion, a boost of energy that was dissipating and leaving her weak. “I don’t know if I can drive to the hospital right now,” she told Ed, who placed a fatherly hand on her shoulder.


  “You’re pale as snow. Don’t faint on me. Stay awhile. Hélène will fix you up.”


  She rode with Ed to his house, Freya galloping behind. He was right. No use outracing the ambulance. Jack had looked so vulnerable. With that boyish charm and energy, he seemed younger than his early forties, but losing that much blood was dangerous at any age. In a daze at the kitchen table, she shivered in her coat.


  “How about a coffee royale?” Ed asked, hoisting a bottle of Canadian Club.


  “God, that’s the last thing I need. My nerves are shot.” She laughed bitterly at the unfortunate choice of words as she proceeded to tell his wife the grim details.


  Hélène opened a Tupperware container of butter tarts. “This is a good time for sugar. And I’ll make sandwiches if you’re going to be hanging around the waiting room.”


  “Waiting is the operative word. Free, but you die before you see the doctor. The leaner, meaner system.” She ran her fingers through her tangled hair, dislodging a spruce cone, aware that she reeked of sweat. “That’s not true. My father got great care in that choking disaster last year. And so did Miriam.”


  “And Ed’s new hip is making it hard to outrun him. Jack will get through this.” Hélène plopped down a plate.


  Belle bit into the flaky crust, and a golden drop of buttery syrup, maple flavoured, oozed down her frozen chin. “Thanks. And I’m going to foist the dog on you again. It’s going to be a long night.” Fasten your seatbelts, as Bette advised in All About Eve.


  With Hélène’s back turned, Ed added another splash of rye to his coffee, touching a finger to his lips. “That was no accident. How well do you know this guy? Has he made any enemies?”


  Picturing Elmo and his rifle with that expensive scope, Belle gave a non-committal answer. Surely Jack’s prowling for information that put the man in a good light wasn’t reason for attack. Or were he and Debby involved in something they didn’t want Belle to find? Was she Melibee’s silent partner? Had she killed him? How could they have known he was going to drive his snowmobile to her house? Too baroque for belief. Brian was the logical choice, watching and waiting. In a rising spiral of violence, sweeping Steve out of the way, now he’d ratcheted the stakes into attempted murder. Suddenly she realized that Miriam didn’t know what had happened. “Ed, I need to use your phone.”


  No one answered, so she left a message. Clutching Hélène’s brown bag of roast beef sandwiches, she collected the van and headed for town, narrowly missing a collision with a mammoth heating oil delivery truck taking a lion’s share of the road. Crossing through Garson, taking the Kingsway to Paris Street, she drove to the St. Joseph’s Health Centre, the only emergency room for all three local sites thanks to ruthless provincial cutbacks. As usual, parking lots were crammed, so she left the van at the far end, wondering if the hike gave heart patients needed exercise or merely trimmed their ranks.


  At the admitting desk in Emerg, she gave her name and asked for Jack. “I’ve called his...wife,” she said and was told that she’d be notified as soon as the doctors finished.


  “The police will be contacted as well,” the nurse added in an curt tone. “Gunshot wounds must be reported.”


  Executing a who-cares eyeroll, Belle parked on a hard plastic chair, noting with approval that the annoying television, which usually blared from the ceiling, had been turned off. Half of the thirty seats were occupied. She could have used Steve’s strong shoulder, lectures aside. Damned if she’d call Janet at her parents’ home in Thunder Bay. She couldn’t remember the harpy’s maiden name anyway. Taking a deep breath, she turned her whirling brain to the logistics of the shooting. According to her topographical maps, the Chimbly Rock overlook was the highest point in the area, ten miles clear in all directions. But the vantage worked both ways. Jolly target practice from any other hill.


  Her concentration broke as a scream came from the entry door. A dark-haired, olive-skinned woman with the features of a Madonna was carrying a three-year-old, who was bawling her head off. “Mira, Mira. Quiet,” she said as she took off their coats, put the girl on a chair, then pointed to a toddler playing with blocks. “See, the other children are not such a baby.” With an apologetic look, she explained to Belle that the girl had climbed up a set of drawers and hurt her arm. After taking a number, she returned to her seat, trying to engage her daughter in a few tattered children’s books, then singing a Greek lullaby. Her tiny mottled face washed with tears, the child fell asleep on her lap, thumb planted in her mouth.


  Bored and worried, Belle went several times to the lobby to stretch her legs, noting the latest fundraising campaign. Sudbury had been long in getting an MRI machine. And the waits were outrageous. For nine hundred dollars, Freya could have an instant scan with a Toronto vet months before her hapless human could schedule an appointment. With the directory at the pay phone, she used all her quarters calling every full-timer on the last two miles of her road. No one had seen anything out of the ordinary, but many homes were shielded by a coniferous greenbelt. By nine she had finished the sandwiches and sucked the water cooler dry. Every dog-eared magazine with mind-numbing variations of germs had been read, and she’d been desperate enough to buy a National Post, right wing but with interesting columnists.


  “Belle!” Gasping for breath, Miriam rushed into the waiting room, taking the last chair, which Belle had reserved with her coat. “I went to Silver City to see a film. Is Jack...” Tear runnels flowed down her pale cheeks.


  “They’ll tell us when they know anything.” Babbling in high gear, she described the incident, adding her doubts about a stray shot.


  Miriam was quick to pick up on a fact which had escaped Belle. “He got a royal beating the other night before Mel’s mass, remember? Could it be connected?”


  Saturday night was living up to its wild reputation, featuring head wounds from bottles, boots and baseball bats. Belle moved her boots aside as a leathered biker with a bloody arm wrapped in a skull and crossbones bandanna was escorted up the aisle by a buddy, who called him a “friggin’ pussy.”


  “If it was only a bar fight, how could someone have known he was coming to my place and set up the attack so methodically? It doesn’t make sense,” Belle said.


  “So it was an accident, then?”


  “I’m the one in season. Remember our reluctant buyer Brian Dumontelle? I didn’t tell you the conclusion of our business relationship because things finally quieted down, and you had your own problems.” After recounting the stalking and vandalism, she clasped her hands in an informal prayer. “Next time, he won’t miss. If I had any money, sense or a rich aunt in Vancouver, I’d leave town.”


  Hours ticked by in the warm, humid prison of human suffering, damp wool and the occasional moan. While Miriam sat with her head back and her eyes closed, Belle imagined every medical scenario in her encyclopedic film memory: Lionel Barrymore as Dr. Kildare wheelchairing into view, one finger stabbing at a chart, his wrinkled face reassuring as he barked instructions. Then more ominous pictures appeared. Luminous lilac-eyed starlet Liz Taylor succumbing to lung disease in Jane Eyre. Steel magnolia Olivia de Havilland passing fainthearted Ashley to Scarlett’s spiderwoman care in Gone With the Wind. She began dozing, face buried in Jesse’s pillowy alpaca scarf, as Bette Davis leaned across the table in Dark Victory, her acid tones etching lines into haplessly sincere George Brent. “I’ll have a large order of prognosis negative.”


  “No!” Belle cried, or did she dream?


  Miriam was shaking her, ashen circles under her weary eyes, but her pupils sparkling with joy. Belle fought the sudden glare and saw the relentless clock reading 5:27. Morning or evening? She was groggy and disoriented, eyes crusted with sleep. Her shoulder ached, and a muscle in her back screamed daggers. The waiting room was nearly empty except for a black woman pacing back and forth, a blood pressure cuff on her arm and a small machine strapped to her side.


  “Jack is going to be OK. We can go in for a few minutes. Dr. Gupta did the surgery. He’s one of the best,” Miriam said, straightening her clothes.


  “I’ve got to wash up,” Belle explained, shambling towards a small bathroom across from the interview cubicles. The face which greeted her was continents away from a Vogue shot, hair greasy from a missed bath, eyes puffy and bloodshot. She splashed cold water in abandon, felt it drip down her sweatshirt. Jack was going to make it.


  The women were directed to a large recovery room near the surgical area. Miriam walked slowly towards Jack, who was sleeping quietly. She bent over and took his hand, resting her cheek against it. Still in a green scrub suit, mask dangling from his neck, Dr. Gupta, a diminutive man with large round eyes and a shiny bald brown head, jotted notes onto the chart. Respecting the emotional scene at the stark white bed, he motioned Belle aside. “We had a tricky time stopping the bleeding. He’ll have a pucker where he lost some flesh,” he said. “And the gentleman is AB RH negative, in poor supply.” He kissed a hand at a nearby nurse, tapping an intravenous line. “One of ours donated a pint.”


  “We were hiking in the bush. The shot came out of nowhere,” Belle said, curious at the forensics. “Did the bullet—”


  “High calibre, whatever it was. It must have passed through. And the police will have bothersome questions for you, I fear.”


  “How long will Jack have to stay here?”


  “The stock market could use such a bull. If he takes care, recovery will be quick, barring infections. Three days at most.”


  With Jack unlikely to be coherent for hours, Belle and Miriam went home for a needed rest, but Belle returned late that afternoon, loaded with magazines, doughnuts and Tim’s brew as well as a jumbo pack of Cajun jerky.


  “Coffee? Over here!” he called as she located him in a ward of four on the top floor. A barely touched food tray with five varieties of mush sat beside him on a swivelling table. “I need a brew more than blood. The stuff they bring is regular cat p—”


  “Jack, behave. Nuns don’t run this place any more, but there may be a few around, comforting the sick.” Belle primed him with the triple-triple blend and watched happily as he inhaled several jelly doughnuts, his face smeared with red jam. “Sure you’re allowed?”


  “It’s a flesh wound, not a gut shot. Man needs his strength.”


  Trying to tune out the sobbing in the adjacent, curtained bed, where a woman’s tremulous voice repeated, “There, there” like a mantra, Belle waited until he gave a huge burp. “Safe and sound, partner. But we have to talk.”


  “Damn straight. It’s all my fault. An officer interviewed me an hour ago. Didn’t tell him squat, though. What’s the point?”


  Curious at the odd response, she read the labels on the intravenous bags. No narcotics. Only antibiotics and a drip. “Do you have a fever?”


  “I think I know who did this, dammit. That shot could have hit you.”


  “What are you talking about? It’s Dumontelle. I thought he’d given up, but he was just making plans. Setting the stage by climbing to Chimbly in those snowshoes. The odd tracks on my trail. And I’ve seen a strange white car several times. Probably unmarked. He’s undercover a lot.”


  “No, Belle.” Shaking his head, he dipped into the jerky and chewed thoughtfully. “Remember when I made that bet? To get enough for Mimsy’s bail?”


  As he continued, she turned over the neat tapestry of lies and deliberate misconstructions to trace the complex connections on the underside. The beating. His statements about wearing out his welcome. She fixed him with a penetrating stare that could have curdled cream. “Out with it.”


  “I borrowed five grand. Foolproof.”


  “Isn’t it always.” Her voice was laced with sarcasm.


  “Twenty-to-one. A tip from the bartender at the Solid Gold. His brother’s a jockey in Miami where the race was. The fix was on.” He thumped his chest weakly. “Fix on me.”


  “But we didn’t need a hundred thousand.”


  He rubbed at the stubble on his chin, his eyes struggling for focus as he looked out the window to the skating lanes on Lake Ramsey. “How did I know that you’d arranged everything? That should have been my responsibility. We could have hired a real lawyer. And with any extra money, I could have helped Rosanne with her education. She’s talking about getting a Master’s.”


  “So what really happened?” As she tallied his pathetic but well-intentioned plans, she recognized that in many ways, Jack was still a boy.


  “That rough stuff was a warning. Couple of gorillas told me to come up with the dough or adios. I could have paid the shot later with the spring bonus. But no dice.”


  Return to Plan One for Collapsing Mutual Funds. Do not pass go. Instead of wishing she had a wealthy aunt, now Belle felt like one. She settled in a chair and blew out a breath. “I’ll give it to you. Get these dangerous people off our backs. But I’m charging interest.”


  He nodded his sweat-soaked head with weary relief. “Thirty per cent. Guaranteed.”


  “Is that so? I’m in the wrong business. Make sure you live that long.”


  Despite his momentary bravado, Jack was still groggy from the drugs and couldn’t maintain the conversation. As Belle shoved the trash into a wastebasket, Miriam arrived, placing a vase of red roses on the table. “How’s our boy?” she asked, rubbing his hand. Jack fluttered open his eyes, managing a crooked smile despite the drool.


  Leaving them in post-marital bliss, Belle headed home as a light coat of sleet began to coat the roads with black ice, making driving hazardous. She gulped a fast meal of burger and fries at Harvey’s, having to be reminded to collect her change and hardly registering what she ate. That tempting afternoon nap had only disoriented her. Sleep might be a hard-won bargain.


  Around eight, a noise set Freya barking. Belle looked outside to see a police car parked in the drive. Brian? Where was that shotgun? But a short, pudgy, uniformed female emerged, plodded up the stairs and knocked on the door. “Sorry to bother you at night, ma’am, but I was down this way on another call. It’s about the shooting. I understand that you were a witness.”


  During their interview at the kitchen table, Officer Corinne Morgan was polite, efficient and calm. Belle could see why units were using women to investigate domestic incidents. But her theory about Dumontelle and Jack’s about the mob would sound so far-fetched that she stuck to the bare essentials of an accident. Honest though she seemed, who could say what Corinne’s relationship was with other officers? With the latest run of luck, the woman was dating Brian. Belle was dressing her paranoia in mittens and toque and sending it out to play.


  That night she lay in a stupor watching Irene Dunne mug her way through The Awful Truth, ever the lady, deceptively older than her compatriots and her mustachioed co-star Cary Grant. What had film critic James Agee said, that Irene would have kept her tongue in her cheek uttering the Seven Last Words?


  As she loaded the coffeemaker for the morning, the phone rang. “Dorothy here. You haven’t gone to bed, I hope? Sometimes I nod off before nine and get up at five.”


  Assured that she was relatively awake, Dorothy told her what she’d learned. “That cleaning woman worked at Spic ’N Span, the third place I called. I said that I lived in the condo and had heard good things about their service. Clever, what?” She added a tinkly laugh to a credible English accent.


  “Nice going.” Belle was impressed by the speed, forgetting for a moment that several days had passed. The blur of events had compressed time to a tiny kernel of memory.


  “Her name was Elena Romero, I learned from a helpful clerk. Flattery’s wonderful leverage, especially with someone prone to gossip. Anyway, after that man’s murder, she disappeared. Apparently she was a Guatemalan illegal with forged papers. Only a few words of English. Fancy coming all the way up here. Don’t they read weather reports? Immigration suspects that she’s hiding with relatives in Toronto. It’s easy to vanish in the big city.”


  Belle’s hopes fell, though it was unlikely that Melibee would share privileged information with his employee, especially one who spoke only Spanish. She filled Dorothy in on their excursions to the church and the office, omitting the shooting, which bore no relation. For a moment she wondered if she were putting the earnest woman in danger by allowing her to help the investigation. But what could a few phone calls hurt?


  Dorothy responded with a measure of disgust. “Crystal? Probably with a K. Did her mother watch soap operas twenty years ago? What a pig the man must have been. These May-December pairings. Geezers after girls. An article I read claims that such behaviour is connected with the eternal quest to people the gene pool.”


  “Isn’t everything?” Belle watched another four-season lady bug crawl across the bed table and wondered when she would be able to soak in the tub.


  Dorothy went on. “We can’t leave a turn unstoned, as my late husband said. Jack sounds so resourceful. How wonderful that he came down to help Miriam. Could he find out about Doug Wilson, the brother at Shield University?”


  “Uh. He can’t run around now. Laid up for a few days. The flu.”


  “It’s terrible this year. I had a perishing case in November.” Then her voice perked up. “Let’s see, now. I belong to the University Women’s Alumni Club. And the Dean of Students is an old friend. Perhaps some discreet inquiries about candidates for a possible scholarship. You did say that you made that anonymous call to the police. They should have been checking his alibi.”


  “I doubt they took it seriously. So you went to university here?” Belle felt herself sounding like an undergraduate. “What was your major?”


  “Speech therapy. I worked for the Sudbury Catholic Board. Helping children one-on-one was its own reward. I...never had any of my own.”


  Twenty-Three


  A few days later, with Jack out of the hospital, Belle had arranged a certified cheque for his debt, including a sizable interest balloon which made her wonder if she had chosen the wrong business. They waited at the office for the representative of the “firm” to appear to collect the payment.


  “Showtime,” Miriam called to the back room. Surprisingly, she had taken Jack’s gambling in stride, accepting it as a gesture from the heart, stupid or not. Perhaps imagining him near death had softened her judgment.


  “Can you give me a...” With a grunt, Jack elbowed himself up from the sofa and reached for his crutches.


  Belle poked his chest and growled a caution. “I’ll deliver the goods. If you fall and break something, we’ll never get rid of you. Bad enough that you have to bunk at Miriam’s in order to eat regularly.” Whose bunk, though? Rosanne’s room, or had they buried old grudges at last? Husky Jack would never let a mere leg wound cramp his style. God knows she’d never mention his pass...or had he intended a palish kiss after all? With the cliché of a cupped chin? She shook her head, unwilling to revisit that scene.


  Typing with a certain nonchalance instead of in dervish fashion, Miriam looked strangely calm, her mouth wearing a Mona Lisa smile. It couldn’t be the job, or her peace of mind about the upcoming trial. Getting some satisfaction, according to old Mick?


  As she left the building, Belle’s eyes saucered at the sight of a white limo the size of Moby Dick taking up half the street, attracting stares from bundled-up passersby wondering if the Premier had come to town. Approaching, she said, “Hello there. Nice to see you,” as loudly as she could to call attention to her first and last encounter with the mob. As the driver lowered the smoked glass window, she did a double take. Dressed in a grey suit, light blue shirt and navy striped tie, Elmo winked at her. “Big Syl’s inside. You must have some connections.”


  “I have the money from Jack MacDonald,” Belle gulped. Big Syl. Sylvester? Sylvano? Whatever the last name was, she didn’t want to know.


  He hopped out and opened the main doors with a flourish, motioning her inside. A trap? White slavers looking for choice goods to send to the Northwest Territories? How many Godfather movies did it take to teach someone not to trust the goodfellas? Shrugging off doubts, since she was past her prime,and knowing the police station was a few blocks away, she bent her head and stepped into a leather and chrome dreamscape. Comfortable pale plum padded seats, a bar, mini-fridge, television, and on a cut-down lazy boy recliner, a woman in a black silk suit revealing shapely calves, a silver scarf, and patent leather stiletto heels which had never seen a sidewalk. A set of half-lens reading glasses dangled on a cord from her neck. Hard to judge from a sitting position, but she couldn’t have been more than four feet tall. Belle tried to decipher the title of the paperback on her lap.


  “Sylvia diFlorio,” she said, her warm liquid voice a natural for bedtime stories, Brothers Grimm preferred. “I came in person because of what happened to Mr. MacDonald.”


  “How did you find—”


  “We have sources.” Her lustrous ebony hair pulled into a chignon around deep almond eyes and a flawless skin, Sylvia steepled her slender hands, one massive emerald sparkling on her right ring finger.


  Belle gritted her teeth. Why the pretense? Was the woman mocking her? “You could have killed both of us.”


  One lip-lined corner of Sylvia’s peach-coloured mouth rose almost imperceptively, and she angled her head slightly, a cat observing its prey. In an even voice, she said: “Please believe that we had nothing to do with the shooting. That is not our way.”


  Belle gave an ironic laugh. “Just a quiet pummel here and there, I suppose.”


  Covering her mouth to give a discreet cough, Sylvia excused herself, puffing briefly from an inhaler. How old was she? Forty? Sixty? The doll-like expressionless face was an advertisement for Botox injections. “We are not a charity. Reminders can be necessary. Rough business for rough customers.” She reached for an unlabelled green bottle and two tapered glasses, setting them on a hinged table at her elbow. “I forget my manners. Would you sample my family’s wine to seal the bargain? Our Riserva.”


  Hypnotized at her tones, refusing to look gauche by checking her watch to see if the sun was over the yardarm, Belle nodded. She sipped the dark red wine, liquid jewels lingering in her mouth, caressing her palate. A shame to swallow, but she closed her eyes to savour touches of raspberry and fine old oak casks. On the thin crystal, a pink tinge remained like the kiss of a young girl.


  “Full-bodied. Like a Barolo. An Amarone. Not Canadian grapes.”


  Big Syl blew out a contemptuous breath. “Certainly not. Nebbiolo, a variety grown in Alba, Northern Italy. My cousin’s winery is over three-hundred-years old.”


  “Where can I buy some?”


  With a Bic pen, Sylvia scribbled an address on a piece of paper, handing it to her. “Knock three times. Mention my name.”


  Belle passed her the cheque, receiving a receipt on stationery marked Montbatten Corporation. With a soft purr, Sylvia said, “Frankly, my dear, a paltry amount like this we often write off. It isn’t worth the negative publicity.”


  As she prepared to leave, slipping a business card from her wallet and placing it on the table, Belle added, “For your realty needs. And if you like Royal Doulton, forty percent discount from list.”


  Big Syl picked up her book and adjusted the glasses, peering over them like Belle’s Latin teacher. “Give Mr. MacDonald my best hopes for a speedy recovery...and a quick return to Timmins, where his carelessness about money may not cost him so much.”


  Belle climbed the stairs to the office, pausing to reflect on the title of the paperback. Fifth Business was a curious choice. Or was it? Robertson Davies’ finest work, and perhaps Canada’s best novel. The title referred to the opera personage who lurks behind the scenes, yet drives the machinations of the plot.


  “And you believed her?” Jack said moments later, his paws shovelling chocolate rounds from a family size box of Timbits.


  “Why would she bother coming in person? It seemed like a genuine gesture. If you think about it, she had everything to gain by letting it be assumed that the attack was commissioned and committed with impunity. Fewer loan defaults. Now I’m convinced that Dumontelle did the shooting.”


  “OK, but what now?”


  “After our interviews, we’d look like fools to go to the police. Credibility’s down the drain. If only I had some solid proof.” Then she grew quiet, her hand hovering over the box in distraction.


  “Try the sour cream.”


  “Where did that shot come from?”


  Late that afternoon, pushing the envelope with dusk an hour away, she walked with Freya back to Chimbly Hill, positioning herself and an invisible Jack in that moment when their lives hung in fragile balance. Only a flurry of snow had fallen over a pink blur where he had lain. Shielding her eyes from the sun’s glare, she looked across to nearby hills, anywhere a clear shot could have been taken. Suddenly she fixed upon a high point to the east, toward where Freya had looked. How the dog hated gunshots. Anni Jacobs, who had introduced Belle to the wonders of the bush years ago, had trails in that area.


  Returning to the house, she drove the van a mile down the road, parking at a wide spot. From the oil leaks and chunks of dirty snow fallen from wheelwells, many neighbours had been enjoying Anni’s legacy of paths. Unfortunately, a snowmobile had wiped out other tracks, so sharply defined it had to have been laid only a few hours ago. She doubted the shooter had used one. Too noisy and too colourful against nature’s winter dressing. She would have seen it as she searched for the source of the sound.


  Not sure into what territory she might be heading, she tossed her snowshoes over her shoulder and began the hike, an excuse for an extra-sumptuous dinner. As she knew from summer rambles, the path began on an ancient logging road and spread out into a web of options, a heronry, a beaver dam, several tiny, unmapped lakes. Ten minutes later she passed the burned shell of a cabin, a glimpse of bedsprings and a rusty stove as witness. Skeletons of outbuildings showed where horses had been stabled. Scars of blazes on the birches, each face unique, marked succeeding generations who had roamed these woods. Winding around a grove of black spruce, their branches trailing like upturned skirts, the snowmobile track laced across a small swamp, headed for linkups to Blue Lake, a renewed mine site. Minutes later, at a huge, fire-hollowed cedar sarcophagus, she came to a junction. Veering left toward the overlook hill, herringbone ski marks going up were overlaid with narrow cross country ski grooves coming down. Belting on her snowshoes for traction, she began climbing, obscuring the two patterns with her own ovals.


  Out of breath, at last she plodded to the top, her face crimson with effort and sweat tickling her neck. The skier had tramped a firm staging place behind a clump of white-pillowed cedars, an easy place to hide. She could see the dark, bare top of Chimbly with ease, and though she had received a B minus in riflery in university phys ed, with a powerful scope she might have done some damage. As for the timing, a talented skier could return down the hill in minutes. Someone had been doing reconnaissance, marking her daily walks in the woods now that evenings grew longer. The stalker might have come many times, waiting for the perfect opportunity. She scanned the snow for a shell casing, cigarette butts, pop cans, a phone bill, DNA, knowing that finding evidence was as impossible as tracing the bullet that had mangled Jack’s leg. Only a few microscopic sand fleas hopped about, reminding her of the persistency of life. With twelve feet of snow packing a parallel universe and winds redesigning the surface with each storm, it was worse than the needle in the haystack. Taken back to the lake, the rifle might have been shoved down any of fifty ice fishing holes. Three hundred feet past the fishes to the frigid bottom of a meteor crater, joining the bones of legendary drowning victims whose bodies had never surfaced.


  Twenty-Four


  The next day, Belle was working alone, the can of pepper spray on a file cabinet behind her next to the vanilla air freshener. A nice Glock would have been more reassuring. The papers suggested that despite Canada’s safe image, those pistols were available in Toronto at up to fifteen hundred dollars on the black market. Rummaging in her desk drawer, she noticed Miriam’s poison pen letter. Uneasy about giving it to the police, she had subconsciously forgotten the ugly time bomb. Reading it again, she paused at a new idea.


  “Brrr. Anybody home?” Dorothy breezed in, wiping her boots, and took a chair, admiring Belle’s favourite picture of Freya, her handsome sable face framed by green ferns. “Beautiful dog. My father-in-law owned a black-and-tan.”


  “She’s quite a poser.” Belle preened under the compliment to her genius child. “Miriam should be back any minute. More news already? I should be paying you.”


  “Heavens, that was a lucky strike. Apparently both of my university contacts have moved to greener pastures in Victoria. I came to discuss selling the camp. We had such a chat the other day and never got around to it. This tough winter has strengthened my resolve. Not as young as I, etcetera, etcetera, my bursitis reminds me.” She shifted her hips with a wince.


  Wishing it were Melibee’s penthouse instead of a cottage, Belle took the particulars. Three bedrooms. Built in the 1930s, but refitted five years ago with a new roof and porch. Sauna and boathouse. Twelve-foot boat with a new 9.9. “On a private lake with a good access road? Great selling points.”


  “Buckle Lake. Named after my grandfather, Joe Buckle. One of the last old-fashioned prospectors with no fancy science. Just a nose for gold and silver.” She chuckled as she pulled out a tissue to blow her own aquiline family heirloom.


  “It’s a hard living. Now they’re hopeful about finding diamonds in the kimberlite pipes in the region. So do you have hydro, or do you use a generator?” Somehow she imagined that the regal woman would prefer Coleman lanterns over maintaining a gas-guzzling, noisy machine.


  “A small mining venture began a few miles away in the Fifties. Brought in a phone and power line. Otherwise I couldn’t have afforded it. Now they’re belly up, and I reap the benefits.”


  “Every cloud, as they say.”


  Dorothy looked around with apparent disappointment. “Miriam gone again? How’s our case? Any developments?”


  “I have one more angle, something I’d forgotten,” Belle said, checking her watch against her friend’s return. She didn’t want to upset her by flashing the letter. “I should have given this to the police.” She explained the circumstances of its discovery and Miriam’s denial.


  Dorothy read it with interest. “I was a speech therapist, not a teacher, but I’m appalled at the grammar and spelling mistakes. Do you suppose it was written by an American?”


  “As a former English teacher, though only briefly, I’m sorry to tell you that illiteracy is a free trade item.” Adjusting her reading glasses, Belle pointed at a line. “Look at this odd inconsistency. ‘Mont’ and ‘no’ are spelled wrong. Normal enough, but such a dolt would have written ‘a lot’ as one word, and certainly ‘past’ would be ‘passed.’ The writer was trying to disguise an education.”


  Dorothy’s large, intelligent eyes widened. “I see! My husband had that kind of insight, along with a healthy dose of suspicion. ‘Never trust anyone, Dottie, even your funeral director,’ he said, wisdom which has stood me in good stead.” Her long face, which Belle now associated with Edna May Oliver’s, 1930s old maid sleuth in the Penguin Pool Murders, creased in thought. “You will have to turn it in. There are penalties for withholding evidence.”


  “Yes,” Belle said, as she refolded the sheet and stuffed it into the envelope. “I’ve been praying to all the gods that a miracle would arise.”


  Dorothy leaned forward with a finger of caution. “But you are handling it rather casually. The police will be checking for prints.”


  Belle peered at her hands as if they had betrayed her. “I didn’t think of that.”


  The clock ticked one as Miriam came through the door. “Dorothy. Your timing was perfect. Lunch time, and Belle’s on duty.” As she put down the supplies from Muirhead’s, the phone rang. “Sacrifice. Just a minute.”


  Belle smiled at her intrepid cohort, then watched Miriam place a trembling hand on her chest and take a deep breath. “My God. What hospital?”


  Exchanging glances of concern with Dorothy, Belle approached Miriam, who was looking at her watch as she spoke, her face fearful but resolute. “I’ll be on the next bus to North Bay. My car’s down for repairs,” she said, then hung up.


  “Rosanne?” Belle asked.


  Miriam leafed through the phone book. “I knew she was working too hard. Those exams. Her immune system conks out with the least stress. It’s pneumonia.”


  “For a minute I thought you were talking about an accident. These awful roads,” Dorothy said. “And now you’re going all that way? Oh dear, I wish I could drive you, but I have an appointment with a rheumatologist, and you know how—”


  Making a gesture for quiet, Miriam punched in more numbers, jotting scheduling information. “The next bus leaves in an hour. I’ll pick up a few things at the apartment.”


  Belle said, “I can take you, then over to the depot.”


  “A cab’s fine. Who’d mind the store?” She snatched a card from the bulletin board, dialled, and gave the address.


  “Did her roommate call?” Belle asked.


  “Psychology teacher. Apparently she collapsed in the middle of an exam. It was kind of the woman.”


  Belle muttered the customary reassuring words. Pneumonia was one problem, the increased risk of further infection in the hospital another. “Can Jack handle the dog? Maybe he should—”


  Slinging her purse over the shoulder like a bandolier, Miriam said, “A neighbour boy downstairs has been walking Strudel.”


  “The poor woman,” Dorothy said when the door closed. “With all she’s been through.”


  Alone later in the wake of the latest disaster, Belle recalled that this crisis could have improved with a decent cash flow. Miriam’s pathetic car. Her own crochety van. Maybe that leasing idea had merit. And maybe she’d get the listing on a million-dollar house on Lake Nepawhin carrying a sixty-thousand-dollar commission. The slippery slope of speculation. What had the Prime Minister said? “If my grandmother had wheels, she’d be a bus”?


  She stopped at Rainbow Country to get her father’s signature on his tax return, another annoyance. How she hated the routine of collecting all the nursing home costs, the pension slips, and the mutual fund reports, not to mention paying the huge accounting bill. He asked about the case, and she told him the baroque but unhelpful developments, begrudging him the extra moments keeping her from getting home.


  George Palmer adjusted a twisted suspender, then made a curvaceous gesture with his large hands. “Now those paintings of nude women in his apartment make sense with his eye for that young tomato. Do you remember The Picture of Dorian Gray?”


  “Yes, and the wonderful actor, Hurd Hatfield. What’s that got to do with anything? Melibee might have preferred an aging portrait in the attic, but he was surviving without cosmetic surgery.” She saw that she’d hurt his feelings with this dismissal. More than once, his cryptic comments had made her think out of the box and solve a problem.


  As soon as he’d signed the papers, a ripple of panic washed over his broad face. “Gotta hit the john.”


  She ran to the hall. No aides in sight. “I’ll go to the nursing station and get—”


  He began to bounce, rattling the lap table and yelling, “When you gotta go, you gotta go!”


  Because if you don’t go when you gotta go...“All right!” It wouldn’t be the first time she had assisted him to the bathroom, but each effort grew more dangerous. That’s why the staff used a mechanical Hoyer lift resembling a mantis. Thanks to the tasty meals, he still weighed nearly a hundred and seventy. Without regular exercise, impossible without cooperation, because he’d take direction only from her, his muscular legs grew weaker, shrinking from disuse. She fumbled at the catches, then moved beside him, arm across his bony shoulders.


  “Up now.” With a grunt, he rose, one shaky hand on the wall. Slowly they trundled towards the narrow bathroom containing only a toilet and sink. She helped him with his pants, nearly home safe, and then as he backed against the pot, to brace him, she bent an odd way, taking his full weight against her twisted spine. With a contented sigh, he landed softly and motioned her out, pushing the door shut.


  Belle eased away, frozen in fear at the muscular tear she’d felt. As in banging a knee, there was a brief, ominous pause between the injury, the dawning of the brain, and the flame of pain. When she tried to straighten, she nearly screamed. Touching her lower back, she felt the mother of all wrenches. Now, of all times. Why hadn’t she gone down the hall for help? To save her father’s pride? “False alarm” came a muffled call. If she hadn’t been near crying, Belle would have laughed.


  The gentle giant who shaved her father with a feather’s touch pushed a cart of snacks and drinks into the room. “Eric,” she said in a mewling voice, taking small, quick breaths. “Can you help Father out of the bathroom?”


  As he turned with a smile, Belle bent over, hands on her knees to relieve the pressure. “Geez, did you move him yourself, Miss Palmer? You must have killed your back. Occupational hazard around here. I know a good masseuse.”


  “At this point, bed’s the best bet,” she said. “Thank God it’s Friday in all ways.” She made a slow, careful exit, hiding her injuries from her father, already busy with Eric’s milk and cookies.


  Driving was an exercise in horror. Several times she nearly took the ditch, whimpering in misery. A Dietrich tape added an ironic touch. According to her daughter’s biography, Marlene had suffered the torments of hell with poor circulation in her legendary legs and several broken bones from falls on tour at seventy. Then a duo of Marlene and Rosemary Clooney began to sing, “Too Old to Cut the Mustard.” Belle joined the heavenly chorus in total agreement, gripping the wheel, her mouth a rictus.


  When she levered herself out in the driveway, she knelt and retched bile for several minutes, then wiped her mouth with snow. Reacting to the tension, every disk played a piano of pain, though a special sonata was reserved for the left lumbar region. She crawled up the stairs, meeting Freya’s nose as she opened the door. The dog’s black eyebrows contracted in surprise. “It’s OK, girl,” she moaned. “You’ve seen me like this before. Remember the lawnmower? Go out and do your thing.”


  On all fours, Belle padded a minimalist tour of the house, lurching to her feet to flick on the lights and furnace, knowing that the gas blasted only the air, unlike the woodstove, which baked every fibre of the frame. Juggling wood chunks was an impossible joke. Even going up to the master suite faded from her options. She ransacked the main floor bathroom cabinet for the muscle-relaxant from the mower incident, then added a small handful of Tylenol Threes from an old root canal job. Folly to add a glass of wine to the pharmaceutical mix, but perhaps a light Chablis...


  She let her clothes fall on the floor and yanked blankets from the linen closet. Her last duty was filling Freya’s dishes. Then slugging from the Chablis bottle, she retreated to the pasha chair in the TV room. Though the water bed might have felt comforting, dropping through gravity over the round bolsters into its warm, undulating depths, with no way to rise, she’d be found as a skeleton, or worse yet, dog food, through no fault of Freya’s. Wearing the cotton batting of pain suppressant, for once she didn’t feel like eating. Maybe some cream of mushroom soup later, though the thought made her gag.


  Dozing, the television screen a dark eye, she awoke around nine in a dreamy fog. Forgetting her injury, she sat up, then dropped onto the pillows with a screech. In younger days, she’d have been on her feet the next day. Not now. Would she have to miss work? Impossible with Miriam gone. But she’d think about that Monday at 6 a.m. Right now she was buying life a minute at a time.


  Swilling down more pills, she rested for another hour. Then, marginally human, she was contemplating the pain payment in exchange for the soup benefit when the phone rang. With a hint of guilt, she ignored it, knowing that her father might have suffered a crisis. Old people were creatures of twenty-four hours, hearty one day, arranging a poker date with St. Peter the next. Minutes later it rang again, and she crawled to the kitchen to answer on the tenth try.


  “Rosanne’s fine,” Jack said in an oddly hollow voice.


  She forced herself to sound cheery. A man laced with surgical sutures didn’t want to hear whines about aches and pains from a middle-aged shemale who’d overextended herself. “Great. Miriam left in a panic. I was glad she didn’t drive.”


  She heard a clearing of throat, then a sound like a fist hitting a wall. “Mimsy never turned up in North Bay. There was no reason to go. Nothing was wrong with Rosanne.”


  “But the call. Her professor.”


  “Rosie doesn’t take psychology this semester. I called her roommate. Guess who answered. Jesus, I made up some hell of a story to keep her calm.”


  Belle looked across the frozen lake to where a luminous full moon was rising over the hills of bare trees to the east. Tympanic groans of the shifting ice shuddered through the glazed windows, a thin barrier between nature and nurture. Through the mental fog she tried to concentrate, recall those last hours. It had happened so fast, and she’d been talking to Dorothy, copying the property information. “The bus. Did you check—”


  “Who knows if she got on? See, she rushed to the apartment and packed a few things. Took the taxi to the depot. I called there first after talking to Rosanne. A bunch of women her age left at six, headed for a religious conference in Ottawa. No way she stood out.”


  “This doesn’t make sense.”


  “All’s I know is that she didn’t show up anywhere at the hospital or at Rosanne’s apartment.”


  “She couldn’t have disappeared into nowhere.” Images of a film with that theme flashed through her magpie mind. The Vanishing, a French classic remade with snaily Jeff Bridges skulking in the background while Keifer Sutherland searched for his girlfriend who’d gone missing at a gas station stop. Or a serial killer, hardest to find because he chose victims at random, then moved to another city. What police were unearthing at a pig farm in British Columbia was predicted to be the gruesome remains of perhaps fifty prostitutes working Vancouver’s street scene. She shook herself back to reality. Something was terribly wrong, and once again, she was powerless.


  “We’d better call the police.”


  Sweat from the pain broke out on her forehead as her mouth curled in frustration. Kneeling, her back hunched, she tried to keep a straight train of thought. “From what Steve used to say, forty-eight hours is their minimum waiting time unless a child is involved, or there’s a clear danger, like someone with Alzheimer’s gone missing.”


  “Your voice sounds slurry. Now’s no time to go on a bender.”


  “I’ll...” She hesitated, working an embarrassingly uncooperative tongue around her front teeth. “Explain later.”


  “OK. I’ll get a taxi and go to the bus station. Maybe someone did—”


  “It’s an idea, but the employees have probably changed shifts.”


  “I’ve got to do something, Belle. These stairs are murder, though, and the kid next door and his family are away at a hockey weekend in Gravenhurst. What a mess. It’s not Strudel’s fault.”


  “You can hardly walk, Jack.” She groaned as she leaned against the wall, remembering that if Big Syl was telling the truth, Dumontelle had already made one attempt on her life. Wouldn’t this be the perfect opportunity for a final coup, with her unable to reach the shotgun in the rafters? Time to circle the wagons, rally the troops, damn the torpedoes. “Half and half.” Make a whole.


  “You want me to pick up cream?”


  Jack and the poodle arrived around midnight in a taxi. “My last forty bucks. Who cares?” he said, hobbling with a crutch to the deck and climbing one painful step at a time. The driver followed with a duffle and a bag of Performatrin puppy chow, placing them in the hallway and giving a wary eye to Freya, who was watching his every move as she switched her tail to avoid the poodle’s jaws. Then spinning up the incline to the road, the cab pulled away into the night.


  “Pardon me for not helping,” she said from an L-shaped position as she tried to hold the door. “I screwed my back.”


  “Been there myself. Tried any Robaxicet? Hey, one piece of good news. The dog’s pretty well housetrained,” Jack said as she offered sheets and blankets, directing him and his ingenue to the couch downstairs and telling him not to flush paper because of the septic system. Thank God, each floor had a bathroom.


  Meanwhile the poodle made Grand Prix fifty kph turns of the house, snatching wood slivers from the pine kindling and kacking a neat foam pool onto the linoleum. Freya at her side, Belle returned to the TV room for a fitful sleep, waking when the noisy furnace blasted hourly, inviting a mammoth propane bill. One eye lifted to watch the moon weave circuits through the cedar tops. Only four Tylenols left.


  Twenty-Five


  Sun was streaming in the window when a gentle nudge shook Belle’s shoulder. “I wanted to let you snooze, but something’s funny downstairs.”


  She rubbed gritty sleep from her eyes and pushed off the blanket, her cold, stockinged feet dangling like dead lumps from the ottoman. After the medication and the wine, no food and little water, her mouth tasted like the bottom of a litter box. “I could use a laugh. What’s the poodle doing?”


  Though he wore typical male striped pajama bottoms, Jack’s muscular chest was bare, and he scratched one pectoral Rambo-style where a few errant hairs twined. “Not Strudel. Burpy sounds. And the toilet isn’t flushing. I cleaned up best I—”


  “Isn’t flushing! Mother of Mercy!” Belle snapped awake as a charge of fear galvanized her aching body. She scissored herself up, the pain in her back a dull gnaw, and scuttled like a stricken dwarf to the basement, where a four-inch circular hole in the floor in the laundry room was gurgling ominously and threatening to overflow. A wet drain, pulse of the bowels of the living house. “Come outside, Jack. Time to dance.”


  After shrugging into their clothes, they made tedious, three-legged plunges through waist-high drifts to a hillock of snow, Jack using a shovel for a crutch. With her direction, he began clearing the plywood top of a metre-wide round cement well tile sunk into the ground. “The house drains into the septic tank under the stairs, then flows into this chamber, where a pump sends the effluent into the field bed near the road.” Braced by her, Jack had the snow cleared in minutes. Then he removed heavy stones from the cover. Using her arms and shoulders with caution, she helped him shove it aside. Holding their breath, blinking at the fumes, they stared into a frozen hell.


  “I can’t even see the pump. God knows how it’s been working at all,” Belle said with a grim expression.


  “Six feet to the ice,” Jack said. “Maybe I could lean down and whack the mother with the shovel, but that might damage the mechanics or cut an electrical cord.”


  Sweat was forming on his brow. The effort was costing him. “That’s what plumbers are for,” she said, limping to the house.


  The Yellow Pages had solid coverage of specialists in pump and septic freeze-ups. She sighed as she hung up. “Nauss called all staff back from vacation. Apparently with that weird thaw on Wednesday, frost came out of the ground, and it’s fear of flushing all over town.”


  With disgust, Jack was sniffing his clothes. Septic fumes were not only toxic, they loved to infuse fabric.


  “Here’s the plan. Nothing goes down the drain. I have empty paint cans in the storage room downstairs. Bring one for me. If this isn’t resolved fast, neither of us is in shape to be making trips to the old outhouse. We may have to stay at the apartment.”


  Nothing like a second crisis to overshadow the first. Over a hasty breakfast, eaten in the TV room for mutual comfort, they discussed strategy. “Miriam was supposed to meet Celeste Monday at noon for some paperwork,” Belle said, smearing no-name cheese spread on her English muffin.


  Jack gestured with his coffee cup. “And you know what that sweetheart is going to think. That Mimsy’s run off.”


  “Right. So tomorrow night we call the police. For now we sit on it. Or on the paint cans. What else are we good for?”


  Around noon, “Men With Pressure Hoses” opened to a rapt audience. An hour later, they had blasted and removed the ice. “Your pump’s shot,” the young gofer called from a ladder in the well. “Have to go back to town.”


  By five, the work was done, and the cripples wandered out for the sequel. The boss was rubbing his bald head while all peered at the murky levels, slowly roiling amid a feeble hum. “She ain’t draining that fast. Could be your bed up there’s plugged.” Were his pouchy eyes accusing, or was she imagining it? That pristine septic field the requisite one hundred and fifty feet from the lake had been babied from day one. A replacement might cost ten thousand.


  Writing a cheque on the credit line for $1280.40 with the knowledge that she could be in the same fix by midnight, Belle heard the old timer’s backup plan. “If the levels don’t fall by tonight, get Herby out to haul a temporary holding tank into the yard. You can pump up, get sucked every couple weeks, then dig your new bed in May when the ground thaws.”


  Get sucked. And a heavy snowfall was predicted. As they both rested, Jack whistling at the centrefold of the Playboy she’d brought to the hospital, Belle began rubbing her right hand mindlessly. When he got up with her reluctant blessing to test the toilet, she saw blood seeping through his sweatpants. “You’ve pulled the stitches. What are we—”


  “No biggie. VON’s coming at seven to change the bandages. I gave them this address.”


  Her appetite rarely failing her, Belle managed to stand for brief periods, leaning her pelvis against the sink in order to prepare carrots, potatoes and onions to make an oven stew with an excellent Chianti, mashies on the side.


  “Hey, I should propose marriage,” Jack said, digging in. At the narrowing of her eyes, he added, “You never said dick to Mimsy about our—”


  “About our what?” She wiped her mouth demurely. The gravy was divine.


  Arriving shortly after dinner, courtesy of the Victorian Order of Nurses, a smashing brunette of thirty with bee-stung lips and high cheekbones, expressed horror at Jack’s wound. “Mr. MacDonald,” she began, “you—”


  “Call me Jack. Did you hear the one about the bear who comes into a Yukon bar and orders a sour toe—”


  “I can’t imagine what you have been doing, but you are not, absolutely not, to leave this house for at least four days. The report said you lost a lot of flesh and nearly bled to death. How do you expect to heal?” She unrolled the bandages with a vengeance as Belle sat quietly reading an Ellery Queen magazine, near enough to eavesdrop but not too close to the carnage.


  “Guess the babe just got out in time,” Jack observed later as he did the dishes while snow started to accumulate on the deck, quickly covering the barbecue. The wind picked up and visibility across the lake dropped to nothing as the tiny lights of the distant First Nations reserve winked out in the white blast.


  Fixated on the full sink, Belle watched him pull the metal strainer, holding her breath as the whirlpool vanished. Then she picked up a flashlight from above the fridge. “I’m going out to peer down that damn well chamber.”


  “The water went down fine. Geez. You checked it two hours ago when you did a wash.”


  Heading for the coat closet, she called, “I know. But I want a shower. Call me obsessive compulsive. Which I am.”


  Minutes later she returned with a weary smile. “Draining nicely. Nirvana, here I come.”


  And minutes later again, she was moaning in bliss under a torrent of hot water, turning gingerly to let it gently massage her back. Thanks to stretching exercises, her muscles were beginning to ease. Buffeting the house, the vampiric wind chanted empty threats at their snug cocoon. Sweet of Jack to let her wash first. Both smelled like they’d been wading Paris sewers in search of Jean Valjean. Les Misérables indeed. Lucky to have a sewer, period. She turned off the water and scrubbed her arms and body with a bar of peppermint soap with defoliating apricot kernels, feeling her pores unclogging by the thousands. Then, while she lathered her hair into a Pert passion of suds, the world went black.


  Twenty-Six


  Belle didn’t want to remember how she’d slipped tackily into bed after an unsuccessful rinse with President’s Choice spring water, nor how she’d groped in the dark for flashlights, candles and Coleman lanterns, along with a camping stove for the morning.


  “Glad you took the first bath,” Jack said in the flicker of lamplight as they sat at the kitchen table in Sunday’s dawn, consuming oatmeal laced with honey and the last drop of cream. His face sprouted a healthy growth of whiskers.


  Feeling like a pariah, she scratched her left hand, where an angry patch had replicated itself. “No jet pump. No water. Even the phone’s dead,” she said. “Frankly, I’m afraid to look out the door to the yard. The predictions said forty centimetres, and for once, they were right.”


  “I loaded the last piece of wood from the wheelbarrow.”


  A roar from below announced Ed, driving up from the lake on his snow machine. Hailing them, he stopped in front of the basement patio doors and thumped slowly upstairs, his round face pinked with cold. “Battery’s shot on the truck, so I can’t plow you until the juice rises. Probably won’t see the town guys until midnight anyhow. Lucky it’s a weekend, eh?” he said. “How about that bloody Ontario Hydro? And they want to privatize it?”


  After Ed had shovelled a narrow path to the tarped wood crib on the deck before he left, Belle confronted the paralyzed meter. Usually it was racing circles like a demented greyhound, slurping dollars by the minute. Now she wanted to press her lips to the cold glass to apply the kiss of life. Adversity gave a person character. Any more of that liability and she’d have to rent a U-haul.


  As she cleared snow from the crib, she heard a yell from the house. “Woopeee! We got us powah!”


  Jack had the phone in his hand when she came in. “It’s as good as forty-eight hours since Mimsy disappeared. I tried to dial the police, but the damn thing’s out. Do you have a cellphone?”


  “Doesn’t work by the lake with all these hills behind.”


  Late the next morning, having hired a lad down the road to shovel the deck and unbury the van so that Ed could plow out, Belle dragged herself into the office and arranged a lumbar support pillow on her chair. Modern treatments were encouraging moderate activity with back injuries instead of bed rest. Nothing in life lately was moderate. She hunched at her desk sipping coffee, her gut churning from stress, talking again to Uncle Harold’s picture. “Bad to worse, Pal Hal. Miriam’s gone. Jesse doesn’t answer her phone. I hate to let you down, but maybe I can’t handle this any more.”


  Celeste breezed in at the stroke of noon, lugging a briefcase along with her Palm Pilot, which she set up conspicuously on Miriam’s desk. She unwrapped four sticks of gum, built a sandwich, and chomped in multiple bites. “So where is she? There are papers to sign. As soon as Route 17 is plowed, I’m out of here.”


  Stalling uselessly for time, her hand willing the phone to ring with Miriam’s gruff voice, telling her that she’d been abducted by Sudburga, the legendary local lake monster, Belle took a long breath and gazed out the window at an enterprising pigeon carrying half a chocolate doughnut. Even blizzards couldn’t stop a true entrepreneur.


  “Well?” Celeste folded her arms and waited, planting her narrow butt on the desk. She craned her angular head towards the single coat in the closet. “What’s going on? Is she sick?”


  “Sick. I wish. She’s missing. I was about to call the police.” She filled Celeste in on the last three days.


  The woman’s eyes spelled outrage or fear, hard to tell which. “She’s run out on her surety? You should have called me Friday night. Do you know what that means?”


  Belle leaned forward, gripping her ankles, trying to put space between those screaming vertebrae. Her back was throbbing again, even though she was flying on a fresh dose of 222’s with codeine. Her patience was stretched thinner than a strand of spider web. “I haven’t the foggiest. Do you suppose they’ll try her in absentia?” She cackled, grabbed the pill bottle and shook out two, gulping from her mug, the liquid spilling down her chin.


  “Is that plain coffee, or are you mixing? Wait until I tell Jesse that her darling is a substance abuser.” Celeste repacked her briefcase and arranged a lurid silk paisley scarf around the neck of her trench coat. “Were you out of your mind waiting that long, or just ignorant? She isn’t a missing person, she’s a felon. I’m going to the police station now to try to explain your lunacy. They’ll initiate a search, especially if she’s tried to leave the country. As for your house, don’t bother renovating. You’ll be in Estreatment Court.”


  “S Street?” It sounded like a Washington D.C. address.


  “Another word for forfeit, you idiot.” Spitting spearmint saliva, she slammed the door.


  Belle sat stunned, a numbness clutching her brain. Lose her house? Could they really do that? Images of the RCMP on horseback driving her from her property in a musical ride formation while a brass band played from the deck made her giddy. She laughed until her tear ducts surrendered, then blew her nose. Insanity was the only response to a crazy situation.


  After hearing Belle’s message on her machine, Jesse was back to work early that afternoon, putting away the foot roller and reinstalling her SAD lamp. “This isn’t like Miriam. I can’t imagine how...but of course if she had another breakdown...”


  “Where could she have gone? No car. No ready money. Pawned her coat to give Celeste expenses.”


  On Wednesday, the lawyer called collect from Ottawa. “The police have picked up some leads.”


  Maybe Jesse was right, and Miriam had snapped, gone to ground somewhere, a cheap rooming house, a shelter. “Thank God. Any reports of muggings? Have they checked the hospitals?” Why didn’t I do that, she wondered?


  “This has escalated. You might be interested to know that Miriam took a six o’clock WestJet connection to Detroit the selfsame day you claimed she received the call about her daughter.”


  Belle rose in fury, then eased back on the chair, clutching a pencil which reminded her of Celeste’s selfsame neck. “Stop insinuating that I’m lying. A client witnessed the conversation.”


  A long silence wormed into Belle’s ear like a black hole. “You naïve country bumpkin. How do you know what Miriam heard on the other end?”


  “We don’t have a speakerphone. What are you implying?”


  “A wrong number. A computerized phone solicitation. The perfect stage for an escape. Gives her a few days’ headstart.”


  “Try writing science fiction screenplays. Let’s get back to the plane. Did she pay with a credit card?”


  Celeste related that a round trip ticket had been purchased with cash. The attendants recalled a woman of medium height with grey hair, muffled up in a heavy coat and scarf. She had spoken her name several times, insisting on the spelling. “And don’t give me any baloney about the round trip meaning that she’s heading back soon. With a one-way ticket, she’d be turned away at the border.”


  “But cash. Impossible. Miriam was broke,” Belle thought as Celeste rang off. Once more she tried to create a scenario to prove her friend’s innocence. Robbed, knocked out, lost her memory and wandering unfamiliar streets. A purse snatcher would use her cards as fast and discreetly as possible, which argued against so much insistence on giving a name. And to cross the border legally in post 9/11 days of increased caution, most people now carried a passport or birth certificate. As part of her surety, Miriam had surrendered those documents. That dead end returned Belle to the beginning of her Mobius script. Where was her friend? At least in the San, she’d been under expert care.


  She sat at her desk, hands shaking, trying to remember how happy she’d been only a short time ago when the world was in order. No more worries about Millennium 1 or Millennium 2. But Annus Horribilus had been waiting around the corner. Not that she cared much that Melibee was dead, but life was on hold until Miriam’s return. To make matters worse, instead of working with Steve, she was receiving information filtered through the devious brain of Celeste. For a moment she pondered dismissing the woman and hiring another counsel, but only Miriam could do that.


  And until her back was a hundred percent, even a brief stroll in the woods was impossible; she welcomed that flight from the present to vacuum cobwebs from her teeming brain. She scratched her itchy hand, peering at a scaly, round red patch. Without opening her well-thumbed medical encyclopedia, she knew the diagnosis. The little time bomb called genetics was unfolding another chapter. Her father was prone to bouts of eczema, especially under pressure. She was puffing steam like her mother’s old cooker with the screw-down lid. Where else would the plaguing misery crop up? Frotter les mains, rubbing hands together in worry had a new meaning. Even her neck felt prickly.


  She eased onto the floor for more stretching exercises, kneeling and reaching forward in a great salaam. How naïve she’d been in her youth, with her family sheltered from medical problems, imagining that no one ever had two at once. Cancer ruled out heart attacks. MS cancelled diabetes. With her bank account on life support, too proud to use her father’s funds, she was within a hairbreadth of listing her business, then calling ReMax to sign on, when she paused, imagining their horror at a limping, scrofulous job applicant who could barely juggle a cup of coffee. Surrendering to self-pity, the wind battering the windows like a ravenous wolf, she buried her face in her arms and sobbed. Tears soaked the carpet, and after a few minutes, her choking cries ceased.


  As she stood up to reach for a man-sized tissue, the door opened, and God in a blue parka walked in.


  Twenty-Seven


  Steve took off his hat, folded his arms and gave her the once-over. “Whoever he is, he’s not worth it. Marriage at your age would be a bad idea.”


  That made her laugh, then slow anger bubbled up as she walked slowly to her desk. “What in God’s name has been going on?”


  “Suppose you start first.”


  Settling down with a coffee, he listened to Belle’s quicktime rendition of events, pausing to enter details into his notebook. Half an hour brought him up to speed, while he quizzed her on particulars and read the letter to Miriam, handling it with tweezers. She made no pretensions about her investigation. “What else could I do without you on the job?” she said with a pout. “And by the way, now that I’ve shown you mine, show me yours. Where have you been?”


  Steve shrugged his huge shoulders, a dark shadow passing over his forehead. “I wish I’d been able to let you know I was OK. Janet should have, but you know her.” He explained that Dumontelle had been suspected of drug involvement ever since several suburban pot farmers had cleared out immediately before a raid, leaving basements full of hydroponic equipment and giant electric bills. He’d also been involved with fudging figures about the incineration of banned substances. In an effort to shift attention, he had set Steve up by planting the evidence the paper had reported. The Special Investigations Unit authorized the charade, detaining Steve in a monitored apartment while they shadowed Brian.


  “Wasn’t that cruel to your wife?” Belle said, barely believing that she was siding with Janet. “She was going off the deep end when she came to see me.”


  He levelled his weary eyes at her, caught in two roles, faithful husband and ashamed friend. With tightened lips, he blew out a breath. “I told her not to worry, that everything would work out, no matter what it looked like. They came to get me at home. I picked a night when Heather was at a sleepover. And to be convincing, it had to be rough. Brian’s departmental spies funnel information to him. So far, three others are involved, an officer and two clerks with new vehicles too rich for their salaries. And by nine Janet knew everything.”


  “Nine,” Belle said, a seething anger pinking her cheeks. “Not long after she left here. What a bitch.”


  He nodded, one thick ebony eyebrow raised in a “what can you do?” expression. One sad, brave day, Steve might admit that the marriage was over, but so far they were yoked from endurance alone. And there was Heather, one mutual triumph.


  Steve pounded a rough fist into his palm. “Dumontelle faces charges that will send him to Kingston until the Progressive Conservatives take office. Put a big blue ribbon on it.”


  “And the shooting? I’m sure he wasn’t aiming at Jack.”


  “Lucky you ducked,” he said. “Brian’s one of the best marksmen in the province. He could give a rabbit a Mohawk at two hundred yards.”


  “No one on the road saw him,” she said, shaking her head. “He must be one fast skier. Maybe he even wore white camouflage.”


  “Competes for the police team at the loppets. He holds several thirty-kilometre records.” Steve finished his coffee. “Now let’s move back to Miriam. I’ve given the files a onceover, and I admit things didn’t look good, but why in the hell did she run?”


  Belle fingered her neck, then pulled her hand away self-consciously. “Jesse mentioned another breakdown, but Miriam was in full control when she left for North Bay.”


  “People hide their fears. And remember what a basket case she was not long ago?”


  Belle glowered at his choice of words. “Now that’s the Mr. Tact I’ve come to love.”


  He ceded her point with a raised palm. “Fair enough. I know it’s been rough without me, but is there anything else? No secrets now.”


  She rose with a wince, pointing to her spine. “Lately, I’m relegated to hunchback status. There is one loose end. Doug Wilson, a student at Shield. He’s an overprotective brother of Melibee’s babe girlfriend. I phoned in an anonymous tip about him.” She told him about the note found at Peggy’s junk shop, realizing that it had vanished in the latest round of confusion.


  “Jesus, Belle. You lost an important piece of evidence.” He gave her a hard stare, then released her with a sigh of mercy as he stood. “I know you’re worried about Miriam. The sooner I get back into action, the better.”


  Jesse bumped into Steve at the door, giving him a whoop and a hearty hug. “Are we glad to see you, parshoin. He-man.”


  After he left, Belle summarized his narrative. “So I’m going to follow your plan and concentrate on work. Labor vincit omnia. I’m unfit for anything else.”


  “Good point. Crises happen, and people take them two ways. They simply become overwhelmed and crack, or they realize what they can and cannot do and move on. Before they were taken to Belsen to die, my parents sewed their savings into my coat and sent me to an aunt in Wales.”


  Belle had heard the courageous saga of how Jesse had made her way to Canada. She nodded, blew her nose, then started sorting the mail, smiling at a letter postmarked Nashville. With a flush of anticipation, she opened it. “Dear Songwriter,” it said. “Your lyrics have much potential. On our staff are a number of fine musicians who can set your inspiring words to music.” Her heart leapt at the possibilities. She could pursue this sideline, top up ye olde retirement funds, and “Hello, New Mexico” six months a year. Then she hit paragraph two. “In order to initiate this process, we require an advance payment to defray our costs as an agent. Please send $200.00 (US) as soon as possible to begin your new career. VISA welcome.”


  Belle biffed the form letter into the wastebasket. Was one half of the world out to bilk the other half? To drown herself in distractions, she worked until after six.


  Wearing a spotty tea towel over his chinos, Jack wasn’t happy at her late arrival. “You could have called,” he said, pouring her a glass of the last wine in the house.


  When she told him about Steve, he reacted with guarded cheer. “Sounds like a decent guy. Since he knows Mimsy, he’ll pull out all the stops. That idea about the States has been bothering me. Once she mentioned an old school friend who moved to Detroit. I could check her address book at the apartment. But I still gotta pray that...” The corner of his eye moistened, and he looked away.


  Belle put a hand on his shoulder. “If she were wandering around the city, she would have been found by now. Let’s hope that she left the country, for whatever reason. As for the address book, no doubt the police got a search warrant as soon as Celeste called them.”


  As they forked into the golden potato topping of shepherd’s pie, one of his camp specialties, rich with meat broth, vegetables and ground beef, he remarked, “Hate to add more problems, but the dog needs shots. Mimsy said they were overdue.”


  Belle stretched her back, near normal again, no pills for two days. “I’ll run her in on Saturday. The vet has morning hours. Shots don’t take long.” But they cost money, she thought, swirling the Wolf Blas merlot. Soon she’d be rationing liquor, or making it herself. Did the U-Brew do scotch?


  From the nearby cage came a tink-tink crash. Freya headed for the overstuffed chair in the computer room, and Jack cleared his throat like the father of a bad child might. “Doesn’t like plain chow. Mimsy cooked her a hot meal every night. Mashed carrots and rutabaga with the dry kibble.”


  Belle tossed down her serviette, peering at the dog through the wire door. “Woolly Bully is trashing its towel bed. If you haven’t noticed, we’ve had precious few hot meals ourselves with the outages. And if I see Freya’s hair in that poodle’s mouth one more time—”


  Jack pointed at his chest. “Hey, this guy’s on your side. But dogs go through stages like kids. She’ll come around.”


  Friday morning at the office, the phone rang. “It’s Dorothy. Could you use some good news?”


  “Desperately. We’re in disaster mode. Miriam’s missing.” As Dorothy reacted with horror, she described the last week. “But now that my friend is back on the force, he’ll find her. I gave him that hate letter for prints. He’s also interested in Crystal’s “eh, why” comment. It’s the only clue to this supposed fortune.”


  For a moment, she thought they had been cut off. Then came a gasp. “Belle! Last night the CBC had a program on the Group of Seven. Wasn’t that awful man interested in antiques? Why not art, too? Could “Eh, why” stand for A.Y. Jackson?”


  Belle drew initials on scrap paper, circling them wildly. “Not questions but initials. You’re a genius. It was right in front of me.”


  “But surely the police would have itemized everything.”


  “Of course, but his paintings were copies. And the office was cleaned out.” Recalling the storage locker Brian had rented in his smear efforts, she made a note to ask Steve to make the rounds.


  “They could be valuable, couldn’t they? Why, I read that a Franklin Carmichael painting of Frood Lake went for over $800,000 at auction not long ago.”


  Belle laughed at the prospect of such a bonanza. “Too bad we’re not talking about Paul Kane. 2.2 million for one of his chieftain portraits from the mid-nineteenth century.”


  “This is so exciting I almost forgot why I called.” She was having a few friends stay for the weekend, and two were interested in listing their homes. Maki Avenue was mentioned, along with Eden Point Road, areas which carried commissions that could lift Belle out of the red faster than the elevators at the CN Tower. “And they’re both after smaller places, too, a double benefit for you.”


  “I do need to see your camp,” Belle said, casting a glance at the regional map on the wall. “On Buckle Lake, as I recall?”


  “The only property on a thirty-mile private road,” Dorothy said, unadjusted to metric as most people in her age bracket. “But it’s all plowed, and the girls didn’t have any problems driving out today, did you, ladies?” Belle heard indiscriminate noises in the background. “Can you come by tomorrow? If you have one of those portable phones, we can keep in touch if you take a wrong turn. I’m a Luddite, myself.”


  “Sure, but...” Recalling the last weather report, Belle penned the directions with reservation and exchanged numbers. “There is a storm expected.”


  A whinny responded. “Storm watch, not warning. Not until late that night, even if accurate. Frankly, I’d rather consult a hanging weather rock. I’m off to North Carolina next week, so we’d best strike while the proverbial iron is hot. One last thing. Do shut the gate. Those rude snowmobilers don’t care where they drive.”


  Belle looked out the window at the clear, blue sky. “Sounds good. I should be there before noon.” She hung up and turned to Jesse with a V for victory sign. “Break out the Mumm’s champagne. No Canadian swill. We could be rolling again.”


  Jesse peered over the top of her trifocals. “Rolling is better than stasis, but make sure you’re not heading for a cliff.”


  “Chasing after money as usual. But with Miriam forfeiting her bond, my house is ready to drift off on an ice floe. Can you handle two boarders, one quite hairy...for the next century?”


  Jesse blinked under the beneficial glow of the light apparatus, then made a polishing motion. “If you do windows, it’s a deal.”


  Jack had prepared bratwurst on the grill by the time she arrived home. Useful to have a man around the house, but she knew he was restless watching Turner Classic Movies, her only grey market satellite subscription. “I called Rosanne,” he said, pointing to a post-dated cheque for five dollars on the table. “It’s getting hard to fend her off. Maybe I made a big mistake by covering up about Miriam.”


  “She’s an adult, Jack. It’s unfair to treat her like a child. Perhaps she’d surprise you.” She reached for the sauerkraut and mustard, noting that Jack had toasted and buttered the oversized bun.


  “You’re right. I’ll give it until Monday. Think up a way to put the best face on the situation.”


  Later, she explained her pending trip as he groomed the little dog with a wire brush. After centuries of breeding, the high-strung poodle relaxed under pampering or dressing, the perfect diva. “I don’t like your going way to hell out there without me along,” he said. Under his gentle hand, the dog’s ears blossomed to the size of pears, and the top knot rose three inches.


  The hairs on Belle’s itchy neck prickled in irritation against this paternalism, but she held her temper. Lately Jack was giving more than he was taking. “Dumontelle’s in custody. Besides, I’ll still have the pup after her shots. She’ll yelp the brains out of anyone who tries to lay a felonious finger on me. For anything serious, I carry a can of pepper spray, our Prime Minister’s favourite condiment.”


  After fluffing the leg pompons and the tip of her tail, he placed the dog on the ground to admire his work. Belle watched with amazement. “You do have patience. In her cape, she could be Anna Karenina.”


  “Yah, that Russian tennis player. I’d like to go doubles with her.” He traced the little thigh with one thick, work-scarred finger. “She’s ripped. Not an ounce of fat on her. Mimsy did this every night, especially when she came back with some mats.”


  He said “came back” without accusation, but Belle shifted, recalling her torturous babysitting. Though they shed like a haystack, shepherds didn’t get mats. When would she be free of this little monster?


  Twenty-Eight


  The day was clear, the white pancake lake shimmering diamond dust as dawn scratched its frozen shoulders, revealing a familiar mile-long pressure ridge to the northwest. At first a peach-streaked glow, the sun rose like a bloody egg blossoming from the low, rambling hills. Red sky in the morning could serve as warning, but exceptions often proved the rule. As light filled the sky, miles across at the North River, the birch stands turned upside down, a reverse mirage that made Belle feel like a nineteenth-century photographer under a black cloth hood. A raucous jay wrested the swinging feeder from the attentions of a group of chickadees, foreshadowing snowbird neighbours, due in April fresh from Fort Lauderdale and a troublesome winter of deciding where to golf. She said to Jack, clearing the table of plates: “I should be back by four. How does homemade pizza sound?”


  “Did you get a weather update? That old van’s no prize in a storm.” Frowning pointedly, he tapped the barometer by the patio door, adjusting the brass hand. “Down. Looks bad.”


  She gave an exasperated groan. “That’s its nature, always going up or down. Nothing major until late tonight. Would you relax?”


  “Last thing we need is your cracking up on some lonesome road. And check that useless little fleece jacket,” he said, filling a thermos with coffee.


  Along with lined jeans, finally she was testing Miriam’s electronic wonder gifts. The wired socks were bulky in her boots, better for parking in an ice hut with Ed and Hélène, jerking for a fat trout. No time for that this year. As they went outside, she sighed and slid open the side door of the van. “There’s my down coat. And see that emergency kit in a tube? I have the cellphone, too.”


  His hurrumph masked a genuine concern. Jack was turning into a mother hen. She hopped the poodle, dressed in its warm cape, into the back and left shortly after eight. At the vet’s, the shots took only minutes, and then she was heading east on Route 17. Scattered grey clouds were massing as she chose a short cut to Field, then a secondary road north.


  An hour later, she reached a fork at a lonely gas station and passed the sign to River Valley on the boundaries of the Temagami area, perhaps a fruitful preserve to explore for clients in the summer as cottage country expanded.


  The road was snowpacked but scraped, and she relaxed as always in the quiet countryside, admiring the hills of tall pines and granite outcrops, punctuated by the occasional stark swamp ringed by thirsty tamaracks. The poodle made no sounds. A reaction to the shots, or had it taken a bored dog’s initiative and gone to sleep? She pulled over and craned her neck to spot it curled up on her comfy coat. Poodles didn’t shed, but she didn’t appreciate the drool from its mouth. “Up and out,” she said. “Pee time for bonzos.”


  With an ear tuned for cars, Belle squatted along with the dog, two females with the same inconvenient anatomy. Zipping her jeans, for a moment she lost sight of her charge, and when she spotted it, the jaws were munching familiar light brown orbs. “No rabbit pellets! No rabbit pellets!” she yelled, scrubbing the tiny mouth with her finger, reprising Joan Crawford in Mommie Dearest screaming at her adopted kids at midnight about wire hangers. “And if you kack on the upholstery...” This creature will be the death of me, she thought.


  Back on the road after a cup of coffee, she flexed her arms in the light jacket, pondering the best opportunity to turn it on. The van was too steamy. Maybe at Dorothy’s, as they toured the property. How far to Buckle Lake? On her Ontario map, the tertiary routes weren’t visible. From the jotted directions, the private road should appear after the next landmark, an abandoned cabin.


  After giving the latest weather report, the radio faded at the edge of the underfunded CBC limits, so she shoved a John Denver tape into the slot. First he was rhapsodizing about an anticipated old age, having had a “good life after all.” Then came a satire about wanting to be buried at Forest Lawn in a silver casket, ending in a reverent, then sarcastic rendition of “Little Brown Church in the Vale.” He scarcely realized that he had scripted his own musical obituary, God’s custard pie the solo crash of a test model airplane on the California coast at fifty-seven. She’d harboured suspicions about this quasi-ecologist who at the height of an energy crisis had been discovered installing huge gasoline storage tanks on his wilderness property. The eleventh commandment: Thou shalt not be a hypocrite.


  The sky tarnished into pewter, and a light snow began to fall. She was beginning to wonder if she’d taken a wrong turn, when an ear-splitting roar caused her to brake. A snowmobiler was driving alongside, weaving like an idiot, and when she stopped, he gunned his motor and gave the hand signal to indicate drivers following. Ice chunks spitting from his tracks, he took a quick exit at a groomed trail heading into the conifers.


  An official sign marked directions to part of a two-thousand-kilometre network of towns, lodges, and gas stops across the province. Belle waited as six machines passed, spewing out fumes. When she’d first bought the Bravo, the sledding population was a tenth its current size. Except to cross, snowmobiles weren’t allowed on highways or streets, but youths roared up and down Edgewater Road like maniacs, especially before the lake froze.


  Suddenly the cellphone rang. “It’s Steve. Jack said you were on business in the Temagami area. Bad news. Dumontelle’s broken out.”


  “You can’t be serious. How could that happen?”


  Steve released some rare but choice epithets. “He was taking a supervised shower and pummelled his rookie guard into unconsciousness. Grabbed his gun and disappeared wearing only a towel. Someone must have met him with a car. The department’s in an uproar. Heads are gonna roll.”


  She tried to sound confident, but Belle shivered as she remembered the wolfen snarl, the bold knee parting her thighs. “Thanks for worrying, but I’m in the middle of nowhere. Jack’s staying at the house, so we should be OK.”


  “Chances are he’ll head for Toronto, where he knows the territory, but watch your back. He’s as unpredictable as a gut-shot bear.”


  Belle swallowed as she checked the lonely road. How could he know where she’d gone, and why would he bother in the middle of a manhunt? She continued up and down slippery hills and around narrow corners, marvelling at the increasing size of the pines. Four, five, nearly six feet in diameter. No wonder the mighty whites had proudly carried English sails to maritime domination since Drake’s time. Finally she crossed a bridge and saw a cabin slouching into the snow, its roof collapsed. Trapper style, smaller the better for heating purposes, it was barely ten feet square, enough for a bed, stove and supplies. With four surviving sons, her great-great-grandfather had sailed from England in 1845 to farm in Hampton near Lake Ontario and probably built a larger model. No daughters. How had his wife managed?


  She followed a mile of pioneer split rail cedar fence, ending at an open gate near a mailbox with only a number. Private Road, a sign said. Remembering to shut the gate behind her, she continued another ten miles into the bush, making rough calculations from the kilometres on her odometer, growing more nervous by the minute. Was that a snow zephyr behind her or a car? For security, she picked up the phone and dialled as a frosting covered the windshield.


  “I’m glad you checked in,” Dorothy said. “There are tricky turns, very bad banking. Soft shoulders, too. My new plowman needs lessons. I almost skidded off getting the mail.”


  “The snow isn’t letting up. I’m wondering if—”


  “But my dear, you’re nearly here. Best meet you at the old bridge, a lovely scenic spot. I should have told you to bring a camera. You should arrive in less than half an hour. Then it’s only five miles to my place. And guess what? I found my other trekking pole. A gift to compensate you for this trouble.”


  Her wipers sweeping a blur, Belle drove on and arrived alone at the decrepit bridge, the guard rails rotten with age. Maybe she could wrap up things quickly at the camp and do a fast turnaround. Getting out to study the water twenty feet below, she watched the bluish ice form and reform, patterning itself into natural diamonds. March was around the corner, and winter was slumping on the ropes. Then she admonished herself for committing an unpardonable sin for a Northerner: Never mock the weather. As ill-fated as putting away boots before blackflies swarmed.


  Looking downriver past scooped game trails, she spied tiny tracks of an otter, or an ermine like Herman, who lived under her boathouse. Fifty feet from the bank, up a hill, nestled among large cedars, a large mound with a hole appeared, like the opening to a cave or a bear den. With the road so close, it might be ancient. Bruins preferred solitude. The scene begged to be photographed or painted. Again she thought of A.Y Jackson, perturbed that Dorothy had made the link. If the theory held, where was the artwork? In a storage locker? Were they heated? Museums monitored temperature and humidity to protect their treasures. Shocked by Brian’s escape, she’d neglected to tell Steve about the latest development.


  Her cheeks stinging at the rising wind, she returned to the van, tapping her foot at the delay. Hauling out her planner to kill some time, tucked in a pocket she found her notes on the Bagshaw appraisal, long overdue. Unlike her to have forgotten to finish a money-making project. So much for stress. While she waited, she reviewed the size of the property, the outbuildings, the need for repairs. Inside the lodge, she revisited each room, ending with that curiously warm storage nook in the basement. Heino had said that Barbara had died there. At ninety-five, she wouldn’t have been doing odd jobs.


  Suddenly Belle sat up abruptly. Melibee had gone over every nook and cranny, returning just before his death under the most extreme road conditions. And the fight with the old woman, as if she’d had something he’d wanted and was being stubborn, despite her desperate need for cash. Flashes of bright colours on wood, stiffened rolls of canvas. A. Y. and the Group of Seven used an impressionistic style. With only her cursory glance under flickering light, no wonder the work had seemed mere daubs. In a scrap room, a person saw what was expected. No attic of Dorian Gray’s like her father mentioned, but a perfect hideaway. Wait until Dorothy learned that Belle had trumped her ace.


  She looked up to see a red smear barrel down the icy road faster than she would have driven, but the Cherokee had large lug tires. Dorothy got out, dressed in a warm green parka, and came to the van, her breath puffing in the air, cheeks ruddy with a glow no make-up could simulate.


  “Well met,” Belle said, rolling down the window. “People think my home’s in the bush, but you’re brave to stay out here on your own.” She took it for granted that Dorothy lived alone, but perhaps she had a boyfriend.


  Eying the pile of papers next to Belle, Dorothy suggested that they talk for a moment in the Cherokee. Once inside, pushing back the leather seat to stretch her long legs, she said, “Grandfather and I spent wonderful times at the camp. He taught me to be very self-sufficient, hunting, trapping, fishing, the whole shebang.” She turned her head at a yapping from the van. “That doesn’t sound like the shepherd you mentioned.”


  Still surveying the bells and whistles of the sumptuous dash, Belle tsked in embarrassment. “It’s Miriam’s damned poodle. A spoiled brat.”


  Dorothy pursed her lips, in no apparent hurry to proceed to the camp. “That A. Y. Jackson theory. I think we’re onto something at last.”


  “Precisely, Dr. Watson.” Belle smiled smugly as she began describing the storage room at the Bagshaw place.


  The woman’s eyes widened, and she thumped the dash in delight. “The Royal Regiment Lodge. Grandfather mentioned it. Many artists came north for inspiration in those days.”


  Her voice sparkling with excitement, Belle continued, waving her hands, adding details about the man’s picture in Barbara’s lonely room, the tragic obsession that had made her a recluse. Had there really been an affair? Or had the painter left his work in lieu of payment for his stay? If the older Bagshaws had bought it, why wasn’t it on the walls? Too modern for their tastes, or Barbara’s little secret? “At the McMichael Collection in Kleinburg, I saw paintings Tom Thomson did on boards when he was too poor to afford materials. As for the rolled canvas, only an expert should touch it.”


  “Of course. You’ve thought it all out very logically.” Suddenly Dorothy turned away and pulled something silver from under the seat. It had a snout longer than hers and winked one shiny nostril.


  Belle reached for the door handle but found the muzzle pressed against her temple. “Not so fast,” barked Dorothy. “You’re going somewhere, but you’re not leaving. Quite a paradox.”


  “What are you talking about?” Sudden fear bit at her bowels. Paralyzed by danger, her back had never felt better.


  Dorothy consulted her watch. Thick snow covered the windshield, and the gusting wind shook the car. The storm was getting a head start. “It’s all fallen quite nicely into line. Providence, opportunism, call it what you will. Miriam said she knew nothing about Elfie’s plans, but I had to make sure. And her permanent disappearance will convince the police that she did murder him.”


  “Miriam? Elfie?” The scenario was writing itself. Her friend hadn’t fled. But who had made the call about Rosanne? In a film, Dorothy might sip Courvoisier before a flickering fire and explain her master plot, but not in a blizzard. “Where is she? Not—”


  “That Finnish man sounds like a dear. Collecting the art shouldn’t be a problem for a resourceful woman. The place is up for sale, open to the public. And money talks.” She batted her eyes in a grotesque gesture. “As for our mutual friend, soon riding in the belly of the beast, now that I have my information.”


  Belle read the evil poetic statement as a death sentence for Miriam. Animals died in the wilderness to pass flesh and spirit to their predators. Even in summer, Miriam might find only a short-term home in a shallow grave where the peat and rock of the Cambrian shield resisted incursion. Bear, wolf, fox, all were primed for an easy meal. In another century, her whitened skull might be discovered at an excavation for a Wal-Mart. “Why did you involve me?”


  Dorothy’s mouth formed a sneer, her sophisticated appearance morphing into her true identity. “I’ve been trying to gain Miriam’s confidence from the beginning. With you and that Jack out of the way, she might have told me everything. And then you invited me to the party, remember? And made it evident that you were worth more alive. Those comments about ‘Eh, Why.’ I knew Elfie had a private pot of gold, the old devil. And with your interest on Miriam’s behalf, only a matter of time before you figured it out. Now you’ve come through quite nicely. Congratulations.”


  Belle bit her lip, her eyes crossing on the barrel. “So there’s no one at your house except Miriam?”


  “Accessorized in the latest duct tape in a warm, well-lighted place. If I hadn’t heard your helpful solution, we would have enjoyed a cup of my mint tea before you left. I am the perfect hostess.” She motioned with the gun. “And now get out. And don’t try to run, or I’ll simply drive you down. Very painful, and hell on the paint.”


  Outside, looking frantically around as Dorothy picked up something from the Cherokee’s back seat, Belle rushed forward and made a feint with her arm. Dorothy fired into the air, driving her back. Tucking the trekking pole under her arm, she went to the van and opened the door. Out jumped the poodle, sniffing the air with its black button nose, silly puffed tail pinwheeling a circus clown heritage. Instead of making strange, it ran to Dorothy, leaping against her legs. “Strudel, down!” she said. “Have you been raised like a common roughneck?”


  Surprised that Dorothy knew the dog’s name, Belle recalled that Miriam had mentioned it in the office as she left for North Bay. She watched in scientific fascination as Dorothy maneuvered the van perpendicular to the wooden bridge, then backed up ten feet. “So you were Melibee’s silent partner, the one who took the silver to New York. Alias Susanna Moodie? How trite,” she called over the rage of the cataract, hoping to distract the woman, wondering if she could pack a snowball. But in high school softball, batting had been her forte. Her wild tosses had cost many a run.


  Dorothy didn’t answer, giving a quick once-over to the inside of the van, snatching the cellphone and tossing it into the river. Then she pressed the gas pedal with the pole so that it plowed through the crumbling guard rails, landing on its hood in the shallows with a heartbreaking crunch, springing the doors open. Gas fumes flooded the air, and rainbow swirls spread across the waters. Dorothy peered over the bridge. “Needs a little encouragement.” Returning to her vehicle, she pulled out a newspaper, rolled it, and lit an impromptu torch with a Bic, letting it float down like a deadly butterfly. Suddenly, the van ignited with a whoomp, sending a cloud of debris into the air.


  Dorothy grinned at Belle, open-mouthed at the holocaust. “That toasty coat gone, too. You know, there’s a nip in the air. I’m not sure you’ll survive the night in that stylish little jacket. Now come here. I don’t want any surprises, like a note clutched in your cold, dead hand when you’re found, probably by a good Samaritan like me.”


  Belle walked forward with trepidation, snow swirling around her. Visibility was less than a hundred feet. No weapon, no German shepherd. All those wasted nights watching classic films instead of playing Tai Chi tapes. Dorothy shoved the gun under her chin and searched Belle’s pants pockets, finding four batteries, which she bounced in her hand. “For the cellphone? I hope you get a charge out of these. And by the way, jeans aren’t very smart for winter,” she said with a chuckle, flinging the batteries onto the ground.


  Backing away, she snapped her fingers at the cowering dog. “Come to Mother.” The poodle ran a few feet, then stopped with a whimper. “Strudel, here!” Dorothy repeated in a steely threat.


  Tail tucked, the pup returned to Belle and sat at attention, sparkling marble eyes searching her astonished face. “Pea brain,” Dorothy said, getting into the Cherokee. “Runt of the litter in more ways than one. And that cape is ludicrous.”


  Hearing little more than a few syllables, Belle shook an impotent fist towards the car. “If you didn’t have that—”


  “My dear, hand guns are against the law in our fair country,” she said with a moue. “Skim milk masquerades as cream. Blanks. This is an old starter’s pistol from my biathlon days. Bragging isn’t my style, but I could have made the Olympic team if they’d accepted women. Born too soon. If you hadn’t moved on that hill, you wouldn’t be here today, for all that matters now.”


  With a cloud of snow enveloping the car in an ermine stole, she drove off. Belle felt a chill more ominous than the falling temperature and the darkness to come. Think and think fast. Could she salvage anything from the van? The next twenty minutes would mean life or death.


  Pocketing the batteries, she scrambled down the embankment in snow up to her waist, groping toward the bleak skeleton. The plastic seats and carpeting sizzled with toxic fumes, but the gas tank had spent its power. A reek of burnt feathers filled the air, and black shards blew on the gusts. Her heavy moosehide mitts, clipped together, lay perilously close to the open water. She used a pine branch to snag them from a soaking, realizing only when she felt the soft sheepskin lining that her hands were nearly useless meat slabs. Poking into the snow at her feet was the aluminum cylinder with her emergency kit. In her triumph, Dorothy hadn’t noticed.


  Belle grabbed for it, when an explosion dropped her to her stomach. The shattered can of pepper spray sailed through the air over her head. Laughing, her heart breaking through her chest in hysteria, Belle pulled the kit apart, warm from the fire: safety matches in a container, then a mixture of melted candle, jerky and liquid chocolate, which she scooped into a ball. Most precious, a space blanket her mother had given her years ago when she’d bought the snowmobile.


  Snow was covering her head and glasses, obscuring her vision. Each decision had to be perfect, covering all angles. Shelter was paramount. Did that hole she’d seen lead to a cave, an old bear den? If mere illusion, and wasn’t everything, she’d die in an hour. Girding herself against despair, she plunged through the drifts and headed for the cedar grove. Swimming rather than walking described the action, and the exertion was sapping her, the poodle gamely leaping behind. Gasping, her lungs bladders of ice, she pushed through brushy alders that drew blood from her cheek, and reached the white mound with a tempting dark place. Was it a mere cleft?


  Pushing her hand in, giddy with sudden hope, she felt nothing palpable, nor sensed any movement. With a bear snoozing, perhaps better to go quickly, the poodle as appetizer with her the main course. Holding her breath, heart pounding, she crawled in, the poodle on her heels, nipping in fussy annoyance at dangling ice balls. The dog had made a choice, a fatal one if the odds stood.


  Empty. A three-foot-high shelter etched into the earth by the fall of a cedar, bushy saplings sprouting around a root hole covered as if God himself had patted the white insulation.


  In her last minutes before the blizzard reached maximum force and all light was extinguished, Belle went outside, bending against the punishing winds. She snapped nearby cedar and fir branches, gathering an armful of thick matting, which she arranged on the dirt floor of her sanctuary. Several she stuck vertically at the opening to catch the snow and seal the den.


  Muttering a prayer, while she could still see, she set her watch alarm. For safety she placed her glasses in a handy niche, wrapped herself and the poodle in the space blanket and waited for what she knew would come. Under shelter, warm enough tonight. Sunday would be the killer. Minus twenty-five all day, back to minus ten on Monday, typical seesawing mid-February, tearing icicle teeth into weary Northerners. Entombed, she felt oddly safe. No robbers would seek her out as they had the legendary Marjorie Elphinstone, Mel’s supposed ancestor buried alive in Scotland. In the long deep-freeze tomorrow, she’d use the electric sox and jacket. Sparingly, because what lay ahead on her trek to Dorothy’s? And she would need a fire. Or she’d die.


  Twenty-Nine


  The night wove a black tunnel of uneasy dreams, faceless, nameless, impalpable, the sensation of being besieged by indecipherable terrors. Belle’s glowing wristwatch chimed her out of nightmares. Squinting at the blurry numbers, she prayed that she wouldn’t get too fatigued to ignore the warning tones and lapse into a stupor. Sleep was a dangerous luxury. More than once she fumbled instinctively for a glass of water on her bed table, then gave up and dozed. It was pitch dark, cancelling one critical sense, but sharpening others. A smell of peat and leaf mould, like an early spring, crept into her nostrils. The cedar boughs added a fragrance reminiscent of a sauna or a Christmas wreath. Though the snow muffled sound, the howling raged through the night. Glad that she’d chosen the lined jeans, she hugged the poodle in its fleece cape. A paper-thin reflective material, the space blanket did its noisy service. And bless her boots, mitts and hat. Head and hands were the major sources for heat loss. Through she shifted as infrequently as possible, confined by the bulky pants and clumsy boots, from time to time small lumps bit into her back.


  Dorothy had planned well. Even if Belle had the laughable chance to scribble her name on birch bark, using a pine needle and her blood, who would be first on the scene? Everyone would believe that she’d slipped off the road and crashed into the river, disappearing downstream or wandering into the snow. Her body might not be found until spring’s revelations.


  The scratches on her cheek stung, but not as much as an empty stomach. With its high metabolism, the poodle must be ravenous, too. Her mind floated back to her last meal, in a chronological not final sense, she hoped. First the floral-fragrant orange juice with extra calcium to shield her from her mother’s osteoporosis. Then with his robust coffee priming her tastebuds, Jack had served a luscious cheddar omelette with rye toast. The eggs were fluffy, the cheese snappy and smooth. How creamy and rich the butter had been. Bears supped all winter on stored brown fat. Pinching her love handles, she doubted if the extra ten pounds would last until the next thaw. And she’d miss her vitamins tonight, the B-75 bombs, lecithin, calcium, vitamin E, and halibut oil, but surely enough remained in her system to ward off scurvy or rickets. She didn’t begrudge her brain its antics, knowing that as long as it hummed a multipath miasma, she lived, and wasn’t that the point?


  Thoughts of others pressed forward, Miriam first, awaiting a bloody fate, not a drifting, final sleep. Dorothy would wait until the storm ended, then sit out the brutal cold. Was the body chilling in some outbuilding? Cooler than the blue jewellery in the river, the woman probably would borrow Hamlet’s plan to “lug the guts” to a remote place, knowing snow would cover all grisly traces until she could arrange safer burial. Sociopathic, killing for expedience, Dorothy was demented, not crazy, a fearful difference in an adversary. But Miriam was no pushover. Belle had seen her face harden in determination many times since her collapse. Made stronger by her ordeal, tried by true Canadian ice, not fire, at some opportune point, she might determine that the gun was fake and make a fight of it, unlike her boss, cowering like the poodle at the crack of the impotent shot, fixated at the mere idea of a gun.


  She thought of her father, safe and cared for at the end of a long tenure, preparing his usual joke for an April 1st birthday. With his gusto for life, his pleasure at the arrival of chocolate pudding, and the heart of a lion, would her disappearance signal his last hurrah? They’d lived a lifetime together, hit every Canadian National Exhibition since she’d been able to toddle by his side. The higher and more dangerous the midway ride, the better, and he’d wobbled off each one, shaking his finger at her mother: “Are you trying to collect my life insurance?” The prize livestock barns, galloping horses in the arena, the milk bottle ring toss where he’d won her a pink rabbit, miniature doughnuts, pink lemonade, hot dogs, webs of candy floss on her face. Then home on the streetcar, sleeping on his lap as her stomach rumbled. She groped for the emergency kit, opening it and locating the wax chocolate jerky ball, cramming her mouth with a Northern Ontario version of South American mole sauce.


  In the black hours, she planned survival strategy like a Civil War general. At daylight, she would make a quick blaze and nurture it until the weather turned. Then she recalled Jack London’s “To Build a Fire.” Minus seventy-five degrees, or so the sentient dog had known in that story, though that seemed an exaggeration even in old Yukon. In a fatal error, the tyro bushman had planted his fire under a snowy branch, which extinguished it. No worries here, she thought, tracing the dry roof of her den. And would the poodle creep from a dying mistress to join fellow creatures in the wild, asking a helpful wolf to bite off iceballs? Man’s creature, more likely it would remember where Dorothy’s vehicle had gone when it realized that...A warm tear leaked from the corner of her eye, and she felt a snuffling nose tuck under her chin as she fell into another shallow dream.


  Seconds or hours later, a sour taste in her mouth, she was aware of discomfort and numbness in one arm. A stroke? Why was the waterbed so hard? Diffused grey light illuminated the den. The dog’s faithful heartbeat drumming softly against her chest, she snapped to attention with a surge of elation. They had survived the first night. Now a new challenge squatted outside like an unwelcome guest. Her breath puffed clouds, common enough even at zero degrees, yet wrapped in the blanket, she lay rigid. Had the predictions been wrong and the cold front perversely headed south? For irrational seconds, she hesitated to breach the protective barrier and learn the truth, but the dog licked her ear, stretched and yawned with a comically normal “eeuuw,” and wormed through the snowy branches for a morning pee. Brittle, icy air slapped her face like a cold shower. Maslow’s hierarchy of needs. Fire and shelter, then water. Parched during the night, she’d been too wary to fall to the temptation of eating snow. The trade-off left a body temperature deficit.


  Stay one degree ahead of hypothermia, she told herself, fumbling for her glasses. Time for technology to strut its stuff. Like a hopeful amateur magician, she turned on the electric sox and coat, smiling as a rolling warmth suffused her torso and feet. According to the brochure, the jacket’s sensor monitored activity. Under heavy exertion, it cut back; with severe cold and minimal movement, the lithium batteries would last only a few hours. Thank God for the spares Dorothy had used for a wisecrack.


  Knowing that activity would heat her, yet draw on diminishing resources, she shrugged off useless fears and joined the dog outside. It was digging for dear life, sniffing, then digging again. Taking one assessing deep breath contracted her throat, iced her nose hairs, and drew wracking coughs, sure sign of minus twenty to twenty-five degrees. A Northerner needed no thermometer. Wood was first on the list. After scanning the area, she tramped snowpaths like clock hands to several trees. Her prize was a grandmother spruce with dead twigs the first six feet. Excellent kindling. She snapped off a handful and dropped it at the mouth of the den, concentrating on one goal, no dithering, no wasted movements. A handy white birch, papery bark separating, provided starter materials. Into her pockets she stuffed the thin, life-saving sheets. For thumb-thick fuel, she traipsed to a fallen pine limb and cracked off branches, breaking them over her knee. Her face stung from the cold, her breath crystallizing the neck of the jacket rucked over her chin. Only a foot of snow had fallen, but gale-force winds had swept three-foot drifts. Luckily her territory had been protected by the thick conifers.


  No axe, no saw. Trappers often built a lean-to with a fire in front, but they had fur coats and blankets. She would have to use smaller branches like the economical aboriginals. The cave would serve as clothing, yet a tiny fire at the entrance might blow out. Inside, with no chimney, she’d smoke like a Virginia ham. For precious seconds, she considered the logistics. The cave lay within a porous rootball. Could she make a hole in the ceiling through the fibery filaments?


  The poodle was out of sight, its prints leading over a rise, probably tracking an intriguing smell. She crawled into the den and probed overhead with a stick, blinking back dirt and peat which dropped onto her glasses. Then through a small hole, blue sky winked. This she enlarged with a few judicious pokes. Barehanded, gritting her teeth against the assault on her skin, she curled the birch bark into a small pile, adding raspy spruce and fir twigs the size of insect legs, then fingers of greying pine. Compact so that it wouldn’t collapse and extinguish itself, the growing pyramid resembled a fatal game of pick-up-sticks in reverse. No second chances.


  Muscles tensed from cold and fear as she twisted open the emergency kit for the boxed safety matches, her lifeline. Only nine. Nine levels of angels, archangels, thrones, powers, virtues, whatever the other four, she couldn’t remember, fondling them like million-dollar chips at the casino of life. Her hands were so shaky that she snapped several, the rounded tips falling onto the peaty floor. Refusing to waste the incendiary powers, she nudged them onto the fire pile. Then the sixth match caught, igniting the birch paper. She bent to shield the precious maiden flames from drafts. Its oily black smoke clogged her insulated chimney at home with creosote. Maple was her wood of choice, oak when her provider got lucky. The twigs caught quickly, inviting the pine. She added small branches to the fragile assembly. White smoke roiled up, wreathed around her head like a succubus, then mercifully snaked out the hole. Coughing, she rocked back with a groan and buried her throbbing hands in her armpits for a moment before putting on her mitts.


  Small fires needed constant attention. She’d have to spend the day replenishing her wood supply. Using a camping trick, she went outside to drag back two fallen maple branches too thick to break. She snubbed their thick ends into the fire, let the remainder trail out the entrance. As they burned, she would shove them closer.


  Still no sign of the poodle. She felt an odd new kinship for her partner in the ordeal. Carried off by a fox? That end was quick and merciful. Something would be eating in the forest today. Or drinking. So intent on fire-making, she had relegated fierce thirst to a dusty corner of her brain. One end of the metal cylinder she stuffed with snow, then placed on the coals. Two cups yielded a scant volume of water, but it laved her cracked lips and soothed her dry throat better than Big Syl’s elixir. As she sipped, savouring each drop, wizened corpuscles sucked moisture and begged for more. The dog would be eating snow as Freya did. Different science for animals, or maybe as one benighted neighbour whose dogs never saw the inside of his house claimed, they had anti-freeze in their blood. “Strudel!” she yelled at the opening to the den until her voice grew hoarse.


  An hour had passed since she’d seen the creature, and she felt an emptiness around her, wishing it snuggling close to share hard-bought warmth. Now she had the leisure to better survey the den. The objects that had plagued her sleep were the toothmarked vertebrae of a medium-sized animal, a porcupine or fox. Then a proud bark of joy sounded, and the poodle trotted through the doorway, dropping a dead shrew at her feet. Lying on its silky grey back, minuscule claws clasped in prayer, except for shovelled incisor teeth, the plump body resembled Browning’s Bishop atop his tomb. The skin was unbroken. Soft mouth on the little hunter.


  Belle laughed until her stomach hurt from something more poignant than hunger. With her boot, she nudged the pliant shrew toward Strudel’s twitching black nose. “Chow down, mighty hunter. I’ve turned vegetarian.”


  Watching it crunch the tiny bones and lap the blood, smearing scruffy new whiskers, she marvelled at the way the pampered dog had dug prey from sheer instinct. With fur growing out, its face losing that show ring distinction, she saw the resemblance to terriers, fierce and instinctive. Toasting by her tidy blaze, she sipped water, then poured some into her hand for Strudel, more intent on clearing its feet of ice. Belle massaged each foot until the tiny toes relaxed. The cave was warming. As insurance, she went outside and stuffed more conifer branches into the snow, a green door which would keep the heat but allow oxygen for the fire.


  Through the late morning and afternoon, Belle was comfortable enough to turn off her electric lifesavers. But with nothing but chocolate jerky memories, hunger began gnawing at her vitals until she was almost sorry she’d passed up the tiny shrew snack, fleas aside. In Never Cry Wolf, as part of his study of lupine life in the lower Arctic, amateur biologist and author Farley Mowat had concocted and consumed with apparent relish a curious stew. Observing that wolves could survive on mice alone, he tested the idea that eating the heads and entrails of the rodents boosted fat intake. Practical camp fare, Souris à la Crème consisted of white flour, sowbelly, salt, pepper, cloves, and a generous cup of ethyl alcohol. But by his own admission, yarn-spinner Farley never let truth stand in the way of a good story. Booze was probably the critical ingredient.


  She rose stiffly and stumbled out for more wood. Only a few clouds broke the dazzling sapphire sky. One resembled a crown roast of pork. Another, a monster lemon meringue pie. Belle turned back to the dead pine, snapping branches. Was it her imagination, or were her knees weakening? Surely, if the road was passable, she could trek five miles to Dorothy’s, but without food, what pitiful shape would she be in? Unfit for a wrestling match, she’d probably collapse at the door.


  Cuddling inside with the burbling poodle, which hiccupped after its feast, she stroked its meaty thighs and summoned memories of Colonel Sanders. Then she closed her eyes, letting sleep fill her belly.


  On a final forage, as the sun winked down from its low, elliptical path, she squinted at a telltale hole in the snow surrounded by stitchy tracks. Reacting with stealth, she slipped off her mitts and plunged her hands into the chilly drift. A flurry of feathers erupted, and she had a plump ruffed grouse by the feet. In a feral gesture, giving mercifully no thought to the process, she rung its jewelled neck as effortlessly as opening a bottle of cheap screw-top wine. Survival of the fittest. No more misplaced sentiment than Strudel had shown the shrew. Strudel. She was using its name. Staring at her bloodied hands smoking in the bitter cold, she felt only a keen sense of achievement and a ravenous appetite. Move over, fellow members of Nature Red in Tooth and Claw.


  After stripping the bird DesRosiers style, twisting off the problematical head and feet and burying them in the snow along with the feathers and skin, she presented in fair exchange the compact organ bag to the interested dog. Then she skewered the sumptuous breasts on a green striped maple stick, favourite browse of moose. It was beginning to bud, the sign of spring. With a groan, she banished thoughts of her nascent bulbs, the parrot tulips, hosting daffodils, and redolent hyacinths waiting in a bed for their May call. Soon she was ripping at the savoury roast meat, swallowing large chunks like a raptor, her eyes tearing with pleasure. Far tastier than chicken. Free range and additive safe. She melted more water and warmed it as thermal insurance before drinking deeply. Was this gift a fluke, or was some forest presence sending aid? Jesse’s Oak Lord, the angry mask of the spirit that she had refused? If she ever saw home again, she would enshrine him on her wall and commune with his spirit each day.


  Darkness fell swiftly, and Belle kept the fire burning, getting used to waking every hour to tend the glowing baby, like the mother she’d never been. Suppose the forecasts were wrong and the deadly cold continued? She wouldn’t be lucky enough to catch another birdie. If only she had some wire for rabbit snares. Then she chastized herself. Only one way out. Over the river and through the woods to Dorothy’s house we go. With rue, she realized that the electric sox had signed off. Drawing the space blanket around them on the soft bed, she sniffed in familiar affection at her partner. Frito feet, many dogs lovers claimed, a savoury corn chip scent. Freya had it, too.


  Thirty


  On a frozen, gale-swept lake in the third section of Cocytus, the ninth and deepest level of Dante’s Inferno, reserved for betrayers of friends and guests, Belle stumbled past the quarrelling heads of Dorothy and Melibee, buried face to face, their eyelids sealed by gelid tears. Beyond them, enthroned at the centre of Hell, sat a three-mouthed Satan chewing Cassius, Brutus and Judas, traitors to their lords and masters. The chorus of tormented wails deafening her, she awoke bathed in sweat, ear drums pounding in the silence. Through the chimney hole, a feeble light crept into the den like a shy suitor.


  The maple logs smouldered, inches from the coals. Barely able to rescue the fire, she hastily added birch bark and twigs, puffing it back to life. Then she scooped out snow drifted at the entrance and melted more water, accepting as a source of Vitamin C, the flecks of peat tickling her throat. In the renewing flames, she thawed the portion of grouse she’d saved, tossing an even twelfth to the dog. “And try to find another shrew ASAP. I’m no supermarket.”


  The fleece jacket had lost its magic current. She’d changed batteries in the early night, but in hibernation mode, without exertion to raise body temperature, the sensors had generated maximum heat and drained the spares. Though her cheeks and nose stung, frostbitten from forages for wood, and her hands were filthy and chapped, food and warmth revived her, steadying her resolve to begin her mission. Had the weather broken?


  Heart thumping, she followed Strudel through the thick conifer branches and breathed deeply. No catch in the throat. Nasal passages clear. A Floridian minus ten Celsius. The gods had not only smiled but chortled. Then as she stretched her stiffened limbs, mirroring the bowing dog, a low dun sky greeted her, sign of a falling barometer and perhaps a fresh storm.


  Though she clutched the space blanket around her shoulders, the taxing trudge up to the bridge through the compacted snow chilled her. Once on the road, she stamped her feet clean, brushed off her pants and blinked in amazement at the easy route. In quixotic fashion, snow had blown into drifts where it encountered an ancient barbed wire fence and left much of the way a hardpack. Overlooking the rushing stream, she stared fondly at the ice-laced skeleton of the van. “Good-bye, old pal. I hope there’s a Rainbow Bridge in heaven for vehicles,” she whispered, blowing a kiss.


  She started with a steady march, the poodle racing ahead, gleeful at the new freedom. A constant twenty-minute mile was reasonable under these conditions. She was in no shape to jog with clunky Sorel boots. Barely first light, but already seven o’clock. Dorothy had said that she often woke at five. Was that also a fabrication? The devil-woman probably kept one evil eye open like a Cyclops.


  An hour later, she was beginning to wonder if she’d make it. Sweat-warmed as she was, that grouse fix hadn’t satisfied. Carbos were missing. With growing alarm, she read the signs of low blood sugar. Shaky, an inability to concentrate. Her vision blurred. She shook her head and blinked. No improvement. Sleep deprivation? Then she pulled off her glasses, fogged from body heat. Pushing back the hat to free her brow, she waited for the lenses to clear, admonishing herself for allowing hypochondria to play director. Around the next corner, she stopped to kneel, pull the limping poodle onto her lap and thaw its paws. One foot was splayed frozen like a duck’s, and Christmas ornament agglomerations dangled from the cape’s armholes.


  “That show coat has to go. Then we’ll get you Lycra long underwear and a snowsuit. Pockets on top for handwarmers, too.” The brief stab at humour relieved the tension, or had she started to babble, a sign of dehydration? She’d left the water cylinder behind, and her tongue was sticking to the roof of her mouth. One mistake. No more.


  Half an hour later, she was flagging again, pushing another plane of exhaustion, drawing from deep physical and mental resources untapped from birth. A surprisingly gentle south wind wicked perspiration from her brow, and pausing to rest her heaving lungs, she shivered at the returning cold.


  Going back the long way hadn’t been an option. With the gate closed, no wandering rider would meet her. “Five miles,” Dorothy had said without hesitation. Knowing Belle was an historical realty blip, what had she to gain by lying about the distance? Then again, did the road really end at her house? Perhaps like a fox she had another escape route east towards Highway 11 on the other edge of Temagami. Counting to ten, Belle took Jesse’s advice, dashing the mind-spinning plates from their sticks. One step at a time, she would walk to her own salvation.


  Sucking a mouthful of snow in a last carefree communion, she ducked at the whoosh-whoosh of large wings as a raven swooped overhead, warbling and working its yellow beak. Her eyes ached in the white glare, but had she glimpsed a flash of bright blue, a colour, incongruous in winter, which she used for taping trails? A rival bird duelled in the air, and in the scuffle, a rectangle of plastic floated down onto a nearby juniper bush. An empty Maple Leaf bacon package.


  Garbage! The hallmark of civilization. Wiping grateful tears from her eyes, then blowing her nose farmer style, Belle doubled the pace. Minutes later, around a corner, she reached a cleared lot at the back of a house which faced tiny, perfect Buckle Lake. 8:35. The stark red of the Cherokee stood against the snow like a blood clot, an orange umbilical cord connecting the block heater to an outlet on the house. Her brain jumped into overdrive, senses sharpened like a weasel’s at the whiff of fresh pine smoke from the brick chimney, a morning fire. No sign of footsteps in the skitter of snow on the walkway. Dorothy was up, but not out. Confident that she had ushered her gullible witness to a frozen grave?


  Shoving the space blanket into a drift, Belle gave the property a quick scan, tallying not the gems of a realtor but the possibilities for a predator. Two-storey Quebec country house with a wrap-around porch, dormer windows, a double garage and a cement block building with a chainlink fence. The camp’s sensible steep metal roof had voided itself of snow, leaving massive piles obscuring the rear windows. What appeared to be a large garden had been put to bed, only a few bean poles marking its territory. Near the back door, its lid pried off, a plastic garbage can lay on its side amid scattered debris and raccoon tracks, the source of Raven the Trickster’s snack.


  Dodging behind the banks, she noted from the chain patterns and munch marks on the perimeter, that the resourceful Dorothy had made judicious use of a blower. What else might be in the garage? Wary of attempting to raise the heavy metal doors, she saw with chagrin that the side entrance was blocked with snow. With a lump in her throat as the odds fell, she turned to the block structure. Perhaps Dorothy kept tools there, a sharp hoe, a pipe wrench. Bonded by danger, Strudel was Velcroed to her legs.


  At one end of the building, a door opened into a mudroom, where two pairs of boots lined up on a rubber mat. Slipping a heavy canvas workcoat from a hook, Belle put it on. Haste made her stumble, and she bumped against the inner door. From inside came several quick barks of varying timbre, causing her to cup the poodle’s mouth. “Not a sound, understand?” So the place was a kennel.


  A frosted window afforded a view of the rear porch. She waited, shoving her hands into the coat pockets, where she discovered to her delight several dog biscuits. Homemade with whole wheat and cheese, if the colour told true. She munched a few, then treated the poodle, who danced a gavotte like Jack had taught her. He must be desperate with worry. No doubt Dorothy had called her home to plant the idea that in the storm Belle had cancelled the appointment.


  Moments later, wearing a chic black snowmobile suit with silver trim, Dorothy appeared on the rear porch and tapped a thermometer on a post, nodding approval. Striding toward the garage, she pointed a small object at the door, and up it rolled, revealing a quad big enough for two. Daisy daisy. A rifle with a scope was strapped to the frame next to a coil of yellow polypropylene rope. A full-face helmet dangled from a rear-view mirror.


  Dorothy started the machine’s guttural engine and drove to the porch, leaving it running as she went back inside. Her mouth tight as a rock cleft, Belle slipped from the building, closing the door against Strudel, and crept forward, looking frantically for a weapon. Finally she noticed a shovel handle projecting from a snowbank. As she seized it, a banging started inside the house, juicing her blood pressure. The noise continued, and she dropped to her knees to scuttle behind a large snowpile. Charging in commando style would be risky, no room for swinging. The starting pistol was an illusion, but Dorothy wasn’t. What might she have at hand? A buck knife? Grandfather’s shotgun? The prey would have to come to the huntress, and she did, shoving open the door with her hips and lugging a twisting, hogtied body in a grey sweatsuit, eyes and mouth duct-taped. Though blind and mute, Miriam was not going gently into that good night. After bumping her burden down the steps, Dorothy gave a wicked boot clout to the familiar Brillo-pad head, and the body went limp.


  How badly had Miriam been hurt? Belle bit back an urge to scream, but the timing was wrong. It was possible, too, that Dorothy had an accomplice inside. Getting the rifle would be critical. Then her stomach growled, and she rubbed her abdomen like a traitorous second self. She watched Dorothy, a marvel of brain-over-brawn physics, swivel and yank the body toward the quad. Huffing at the exertion, but wisely bending her knees, she boosted Miriam into a standing position against the rear tire, forcing her upward, slung like a body over a horse. Singing what sounded like “Sentimental Journey,” she stepped back to assess her work, then patted Miriam’s bum. She reached for the coiled rope, fumbling at a knot.


  Her breath clogged in her throat like cotton wool, Belle secured her grip on the wooden handle of the old-fashioned shovel, heavy-gauge steel instead of aluminum or plastic. As Dorothy stood twenty feet away, she poised to spring forward, anticipating hand-to-hand combat, when a fierce commotion arose in the kennel, as if a cat had pranced into the Westminster Dog Show. “What the—” Dorothy yelled, turning her back to the house. She reached for the rifle. “That goddamn fox!”


  With a run fuelled by the last adrenalin atom in her body, Belle smashed the shovel over Dorothy’s silvery head and pumped her arms in triumph as the woman fell to the ground, lifeless as a crumpled marionette. “Yesssssss.”


  Thirty-One


  After a call to 911, followed by long, hot showers, pampered by Caswell Massey soaps, shampoos and emollients, the staff of Palmer Realty relaxed in Dorothy’s matching chintz armchairs before a roaring maple fire. Rows of bookshelves with the latest fiction and the absence of a television testified to Dorothy’s intellectual habits. Empty mugs of hot chocolate and crumb-scattered plates covered the coffee table. “Quite a baker,” Belle said. “Pumpernickel bread. Scones. Perfect with the Cheshire cheese. Even home-canned icicle pickles. She must have been a wonderful wife.” On the wall, pictures of Dorothy with husband Rodney showed a happy, athletic couple. His PI license was framed in gold over the mantel. Evidently, it was after his death that she had turned to crime.


  Miriam stretched and yawned, rubbing her wrists where the ropes had chaffed the skin. One temple bore a nasty purple bruise, and the duct tape removal had smarted, but she looked fit. She’d related how Dorothy had met her at the bus station entrance, saying that the doctor had cancelled appointments due to flu and offering to drive her to North Bay to see Rosanne. A few miles east on Route 17, she’d pulled into a deserted tourist plaza when a rear tire sounded “odd.” Dorothy had opened the trunk and returned to smother her with a cloth soaked in chloroform. Miriam woke nauseous with a pounding headache, tied in the back of the Cherokee, bumping along back roads to the camp.


  “She had this fixation that I knew about Melibee’s secrets. So I fed her bits of classic film plots.”


  Through a mouthful of marinated wild mushrooms, Belle mumbled, “Like Scheherazade.”


  “Remember those tapes you brought to the San? Must have watched them at least ten times. The Maltese Falcon, The Postman Always Rings Twice and Laura. I was pulling plots from Rebecca, casting Dorothy as Mrs. Danvers, when I think she twigged to the ploy. Your telling her about the Jackson paintings nearly wrote my epitaph.” She swigged from a bottle of cranberry juice. “I hated her at first, when I suspected that she’d killed Mel. But she treated me well enough until this morning.”


  “That’s a major ‘until.’ ”


  “Thank God Strudel sounded the alarm. I’m just glad to be alive.”


  Belle sliced a crumbly piece of aged white cheddar. “I left the baggage tied up with those yappers.” She squinted at the nautical clock on the credenza. “About time for the police to arrive. The OPP has jurisdiction outside the city, and they’re contacting someone from the RSPCA, too.”


  “We should take a look. Maybe it’s a crime to abuse a murderer in custody,” Miriam said, relocating Strudel from her lap to a cushion by the fire.


  “Not for civilians. Let her munch kibble for all I care.”


  As they entered the kennel, a racket erupted from the pens, settling down as Belle doled out Black Forest ham slices. Dorothy had a comfortable, heated room with swinging door runs for her four apricot mini-poodles, and they seemed friendly, well-groomed with short puppy cuts. Each cage had a routed wooden sign: “Ginger,” “Cinnamon,” “Chile Pepper,” and “Rodney.”


  “So that’s how big Strudel will get,” Miriam said, admiring the posturing male with his obvious accessories. “Her father, I suppose. And Mel said he drove all the way to Kingston.”


  “Don’t hold your breath about her teeth. Every dog has an underbite. Very unethical to breed them.” Belle deadpanned a look concerning the relativity of Dorothy’s compounded sins.


  In the last pen, jacket removed, Dorothy sat on a mat, legs roped together, hands bound with an endless series of square knots. A streak of dried blood above one ear, her eyes dead and cold, she leaned her head back in disdain. Belle blinked at the image of Dame Judith Anderson at her most malevolent.


  “You can’t treat me like this. I’ll file an assault charge,” she hissed.


  “Comfier than the bear den I requisitioned for the last two days,” Belle replied, patting her pocket. “Don’t forget to add battery—I’m wired for action.”


  Miriam kicked the fencing near Dorothy’s arm, eliciting fresh howls from the poodles. “Killing Mel and pinning his death on me. Where the hell were you going to dump my body?”


  Belle crossed her arms and leaned against the wall in a casual pose. “Might as well ’fess up, Dot. Good for the soul, not to mention the overloaded court system.”


  “Leave me alone.” With a flash of teeth and a flare of nostrils, she turned her horsey mane to the wall.


  Three OPP cars and a van unloaded a contingent of officers. Belle and Miriam gave their statements to Kevin Dokis, the detective in charge. A taciturn man with a closely shaved head, he took notes as they walked the scene.


  Belle zipped up the police parka she had exchanged for Dorothy’s coat while they watched the defiant woman escorted away in handcuffs. “I wish Steve Davis, my friend with the Sudbury division, could see this. He’s been on the case.”


  Kevin sounded what passed for a laugh. “Fun and games at the station this morning. Just came in on the radio. This Dumontelle guy they were hunting is trapped in a ventilation shaft. Buck naked. Never left the building.”


  After arranging transportation, it was nearly night by the time all three arrived at Belle’s lake, courtesy of the OPP. Jack had kept the home fires burning and served chicken paprikash, bringing blankets and pillows to the sofa and loveseat, trying to shove a thermometer into their mouths.


  “Should have had me along,” he said as he brushed Strudel’s matted ears. “I would have clipped the old witch a shot that sent her into next week. This poodle could have died.”


  Toasting her stockinged feet by the woodstove, Miriam smiled. “Thank God I won’t have to test Celeste’s courtroom abilities.”


  “Very scary.” Belle rose to look out the windows at a sight she’d imagined she might never again see. Long bodies of conifers groped dark purple shadows across the ice as the sun fell behind, its fire through the trees spilling pools of blood. “You paid dearly enough with those weeks at the San.”


  “That ugly letter she sent me. Jealous of my feelings for Mel and trying to stir the pot. Perhaps that started the argument at the condo.” Miriam’s expression softened as she looked at Belle. “But you nearly froze to death. And that faithful van. Knowing you, it’ll arrive back here by flatbed for burial.”


  Belle touched her reddened cheeks and nose, slathered with Vasoline. With a slice of Jack’s homemade whole wheat bread, she mopped the last gravy from the bowl, then sat back, pointing to a policy on the glass coffee table. “By some weird grandfather clause, I’m entitled to replacement value. Instead of a few thousand, Cambrian Insurance pays the whole shot. Next week I’ll be inking a deal at Mid North Motors.”


  Heading to the basement arm in arm with Jack, Miriam called, “Can the poodle sleep with you? We have some catching up to do.”


  Never had the wawa bed felt so delicious. Exhaustion had sucked Belle’s resources, melted a couple of pounds if her flattened stomach told the truth. She sank into the undulating folds with only one cigarette and a slug of scotch, her eyes shutting over Minette Walters’ The Shape of Snakes, a dark treatise on the depths of human depravity. As for local reptiles, Ontario’s diminutive Massasauga rattler couldn’t match fangs with Dorothy. Strudel curled at her feet, and Freya snored below on the sheepskin. A warm wind was bringing a major thaw. Drips tick-tocked from the roof. But remnants of the snow would lurk in sheltered crevices in the shady woods until Victoria Day.


  Epilogue


  Our Dorothy has engaged Celeste for her defense? Is she completely insane?” As a strong late March sun flooded her living room windows, the ever-present woodstove ash dusting the glass tabletops, Belle sat forward on the sofa and shook with laughter. “Melibee’s revenge.”


  Steve spread out his hands as he raised a dark eyebrow. “Think about it. Who knows the case better? Pleading self-defence, she might get only a few years for Elphinstone. Hardly premeditated, using that statue. But she also faces kidnapping and assault charges for Miriam.”


  Belle spoke with frustration. “That’s a slimy compromise. She wasn’t taking Miriam to a sugaring-off party or giving her skiing lessons trussed up like that.”


  “She told the truth about her biathlon skills. Even at her age, she was an ace skier and an excellent shot. In and out of that overlook like a knife through butter. The house in North Carolina and the career with the school system were total fabrications, though. Husband left her with no life insurance or pension.” He added that the phone call about Rosanne had been made by Bev Martin, the woman who had recited poetry at the San. When she used the ticket on the return trip, police had arrested her upon arrival in Sudbury. Dorothy had enlisted her help by claiming that she was playing a practical joke, offering the innocent woman money to visit her daughter in Detroit.


  “So what got all this started? She was Melibee’s partner, right?”


  One corner of his expressive mouth lifted as he tossed Mr. Chile for Freya. Then he aimed a finger at her. “Will you ever learn?”


  “My nose just finished peeling from frostbite. Indulge me.”


  “You have the general idea. A case of thieves getting greedy with each other. Dorothy was fudging figures on the silver she brokered in New York. Elphinstone planned a private score with those paintings. Crystal Wilson might have been bang on when she said he was taking her to the islands.”


  Or perhaps he had planned to treat Miriam. Let her believe that. Belle had no pleasure in dashing dreams. “And Dorothy and Melibee came to blows while Miriam was asleep in the bedroom. So she drank the champagne, not Miriam. Wiped off her own prints, but left his to confuse the issue. Cleaned off the sculpture, too. But why didn’t anyone ever see her around the apartment?”


  “When we searched her house, we found a card for the underground parking lot and a key to the condo. Elphinstone wanted her to come and go quietly. Anyway, he had the connections. If he’d sold the paintings, he could have set himself up quite nicely out of the country after his investment company went belly up. The Art Gallery of Ontario sent up a professional last week. We could be talking fifty thousand each for the board work, up to a couple of hundred thousand for the canvasses. As for your theory about Barbara Bagshaw’s affair with A.Y.—”


  “Let the academics feast on that one.” The ungovernable heat from the stove was making her sweat, not to mention having to wear clothes. She rose to open the patio door and gulped in disbelief as a snowmobiler hit the pressure crack, did a barrel roll, and came down right side up. Some people had all the luck. “But am I chump change? The shots. Then her attack at the bridge. What about those charges?”


  He exhaled slowly, the soul of patience. “The techies nailed down the trajectory from one hill to the other. Too much snow for now, though. We’ll get a metal detector out there in another month, and if we find anything, try to match it to that 30.06 rifle of her grandfather’s. We did discover that she’d rented a white car for a week, but since no one saw her near your house, that’s a dead end. As for your wilderness adventure, she swears she never left the camp. Said you must have run off the road.”


  “Maybe she can start another career in jail as a fiction writer. So what about Melibee’s investments? Has Miriam lost everything?”


  He flipped through his notebook and whistled softly. “Oddly enough, one of the stocks turned out to be a gold mine. A crazy Canuck software company called Castorcom. Our accountants estimate that his clients will receive as much as seventy cents on the dollar. And there might be a finder’s fee for you about the paintings. Your turn for lunch.”


  After he left, Miriam pulled into the yard in a pink Volkswagen Jetta with a Palmer Realty decal. Her arms loaded with plastic bags, she walked up the steps, Strudel running to grab Freya’s wagging tail. “Hors d’oeuvre, Greek salad, steaks, truffle cake. I’m a movable feast.”


  On the dining room table, set with Belle’s best linen and sterling, two unlabelled wine bottles waited. Glowering from the wall was Jesse’s terra cotta Oak Lord mask. Now that they belonged to each other, the wide open mouth roared protection. While Miriam gave it a quizzical look, she explained his role.


  “Trust you to have a fearsome guardian angel.” Miriam smeared pâté on a cracker. “Speaking of mine, Jack drove back to Timmins yesterday just before the trails started to melt. I’ll miss the old cuss.”


  “He left me a fat check for that loan. And it didn’t bounce. Thinking of getting back together?” She searched her partner’s honest face for a shred of evidence.


  “Neither of us wants a long distance relationship, and we need our jobs. Later, who knows?”


  Reaching behind her back, Belle presented a gaily wrapped package. “Your jacket and socks saved my life. Here’s a little thank you.”


  Inside was a set of Oster electric clippers with three blades, perfect for trimming a bush poodle.


  PETS DE SOEURS SHAWINIGAN STYLE


  Set oven to 375°F. Grease a 9 × 13 inch pan, sprinkling ¾ cup brown sugar over the bottom. Pour ⅓ cup water over the sugar.


  
    2 ¼ cups flour


    ¼ tsp salt


    2 ½ tsp baking powder


    1 T cinnamon


    2 T sugar


    ½ cup milk


    ½ cup melted butter


    ¾ cup marmalade

  


  Combine the dry ingredients. Combine the wet ingredients. Then mix well. On a floured board, roll a layer of dough ¼ inches thick. Spread evenly with marmalade, then roll. Seal the edges and slice into ½ inch pieces. Put each into the sugared pan. Bake for 25 minutes.


  
    
      
    
  


  Murder, Eh?


  PROLOGUE


  The Sudbury Star, August 26, 2006


  


  “Second Murder Rocks City”


  A concerned neighbour found the body of Selma Atler, 42, Sunday morning after she failed to answer the door at her home on Bloor Street in the Donovan area. An accountant at the Taxation Centre, Ms. Atler appeared to have been strangled, then placed nude in the bathtub.


  June Reymond told police that they always drove to church together. “I just went on in. The door wasn’t locked. That wasn’t like Selma.”


  There was no sign of forced entry, but missing were a plasma television, a Sony laptop, and an assortment of jewellery, according to Norm Atler, her son, a lawyer in Lively.


  “We’re the Nickel Capital, not the Murder Capital. The person responsible will be found and prosecuted to the full extent of the law. That’s a promise,” said Nan Martin, Police Public Relations Officer, in a press conference Tuesday afternoon. She was referring to a local newscast stating that the latest death had bumped the annual homicide rate to 5.5 per hundred thousand, passing the leaders, Saskatoon and Regina. “With only 165,000 people in the City of Greater Sudbury, small numbers can skew the data. We were only .6 last year. Why doesn’t anyone mention that?”


  The shocking killing echoed the death of Jennifer Spark the week before, also found under similar circumstances by her sister, Marge Blake. A divorcee, the 40-year-old Spark lived alone in an apartment on Teele Street in Lockerby. Mrs. Blake noticed the absence of a collection of Georgian silver, a Bose radio, a bottle of Courvoisier and several hundred dollars collected for a cat shelter.


  Take Back the Night, a local activist group, will march tomorrow to Tom Davies Square to demand more police patrols. Meanwhile, single women are being advised to lock their doors and report any stranger. Anyone with information is urged to call the TIPS hotline at 705-226-7821.


  The tragic deaths have touched many parts of the community. Belinda Jeffries, manager of the City Pound on Douglas Street, reported that most of its larger dogs had been adopted. Dick Derro, manager at Blue Steel Protection, said, “We’ve doubled our rate for installations of home security systems. No one wants to take chances.”


  ONE


  The stink of gas exhaust announced an unwelcome presence long before Belle Palmer heard the distant, guttural chug of an ATV. Twenty minutes earlier, she’d squinted in suspicion at a rusty white Ford 100 truck parked at the schoolbus turnaround at the end of her remote road along Lake Wapiti. A cleated metal ramp on the tailgate meant that a rider was already on the Bay Trail. Freya, her German shepherd, had given the bottom of the steep hill a thorough sniff, squatting to pee proprietorially in an arbutus bed.


  Moose season was over a month away, though that wouldn’t prevent a bold poacher from filling his freezer illegally. She had made a mental note of the Ontario “Yours to Enjoy” license plate: AHCK 245. AW HECK, bring a 2-4 at 5. If she heard shots or saw fresh signs of ad-hoc butchering, reporting the plate would be a pleasure. The Ministry of Natural Resources had the right to search and seize vehicles and even check a residence for contraband meat.


  Stopping on the forest path a kilometre later, she spied broken ferns and crushed bracken where the macho machine had left the trail, then looped back. Too lazy to hike into one of the interior swamp lakes and perch in a tree stand? Over the years, hunters had erected three or four in the vicinity. Then around the next blind turn beside a grandfather yellow birch came a rider wearing work pants and a ubiquitous red plaid flannel shirt. The green monster Yamaha Grizzly 660 quad had a large wooden box attached to the rear carrier, and a water bottle dangled from the handlebars.


  On a whistle, Freya moved to Belle’s side, and she placed a gentle hand over the chain collar for safekeeping. Shepherds were extremely wary and very territorial. This was their province, Crown land though it was. Belle could have sworn the old dog narrowed her eyes.


  “How are you today, madame?” the man asked with a warm smile, cutting the engine. He had no accent, but the last word made him a Francophone, sans doute.


  “You tell me,” she said with a cold expression, folding her arms. “What are you after this time of year? Bear, I suppose. Make sure it’s a boar, or don’t you care about orphaned cubs?” Curiously, she saw no gun, just a belt knife with a bone handle.


  He switched off the engine, his crinkled, butterscotch eyes confused at her hostility. Attractive as Sean Connery in Robin and Marian, he could have been anywhere from fifty up, unshaven, but with a healthy head of salt and pepper hair under a very odd pink knit cap with earflaps.


  “Why so unfriendly? I’m a licensed trapper,” he said with a slight frown and a hurt tone, as if the final word, which would enrage urban PETA members, should be a cachet with bush dwellers. “I have a right to trap here.”


  “Trap what?” she asked, as a whiff of pong met her nose. Not death, but pungent, foul and laced with hormones.


  The man got off the quad and walked to the rear carrier, which he opened to display a large beaver, flat on its back, paws folded over its belly like a medieval bishop atop his marble tomb.


  “Male,” she said. “Wheew. How do you stand that reek?”


  “Don’t hardly take notice of it after my beak goes numb. Not until I get home and the wife gets downwind of me before I hit the shower.”


  Suspecting the source of the ridiculous hat, Belle relaxed for a moment, waving her hand. “I’m not that fond of beavers.” Many waterside poplars and birch had been destroyed by overambitious rodents gnawing down trees too big for their abilities or girdling skyscraper aspens, leaving them to wither. With beaver hats in disfavour since the American Civil War and coats a dangerous fashion statement, the mammals were overbreeding. Obstructive dams often pooled water in the interior, then burst forth into streams, flooding out nearby homeowners.


  “What do you get for a pelt these days?” she asked. Fur might be making a comeback, but times had been lean for decades. He didn’t finance that ten-thousand-dollar machine on this career.


  “Hell, no more than twenty bucks at the North Bay fur auction,” he replied. “This is just a sideline since I retired from Mother INCO.”


  Sudbury’s International Nickel Company together with little brother Falconbridge had employed over twenty thousand people in their Seventies heyday. Now only six thousand remained on the payrolls, but thanks to modern technology, still produced the ore for one-fifth of the world’s metal. Until recently, increasing numbers of retirees barely maintained a shrinking population as the young left for greener urban pastures down south or out west. Since miners often started work at eighteen, the trapper could have retired before fifty, a just reward for half a life underground.


  “Word was passed on to me from a survey team on the Nickel Rim South Project about a nuisance pair back there at the swamp lake. They’re putting in a tailings pond, and you know how these watercourses all connect up,” he explained.


  The new mine. Flags from surveyors had started showing up everywhere, paths chopped into the forest. How she resented intruders with heavy lug tires despoiling the trails she ambled. Boys and their toys. “So that’s it for you in here, then?” she asked in a brusque tone, still cautious as she remembered the strange deviations into the bracken. Beware of men bearing dead beavers.


  He rummaged in a canvas pack, handing her a wooden apparatus the size of a shoe box. “I’m scouting places to put up a few of these.”


  “What are they?”


  “Marten traps.”


  Belle clamped her jaw in recollection of the rare sight of the dry-land counterpart of the familiar mink, a boreal forest inhabitant. Weighing in at only a few pounds, the weasel family members were fond of blueberries, a signal feature in their small scat, usually on a prominent rock in the middle of the trail. Wild animals had a sense of humour. She was unfamiliar with the finer points of trapping, but alarms were ringing. “Where do you put them?”


  He pointed down the trail. “You might have seen that fir grove near where I drove off. Martens make their dens in conifers. So I nail these on.”


  She peered into the trap, a coffin with a cruel spring vice inside. “What’s the bait?”


  He waved his gnarled hand, red with toil. “Hamburger. Porkie strips if I catch one. Martens are fierce little creatures. Take your finger off.”


  Belle’s stomach churned in disgust. Martens were rare and shy. She’d seen only a few in her lifetime, these cousins of Herman the Ermine, who lived under her boathouse and kept mice at bay. “And what do you get for their skins?”


  “Around sixty bucks. Enough to add a bit of Christmas cheer.”


  She flipped back the trap. “Make sure you don’t catch any dogs in the process of accumulating that cheer. My friend’s mini-poodle could crawl into this.” She turned away and stalked back down the trail, calling over her shoulder. “Too much trouble to go to the real wilderness? Why not use the bus and trap downtown in Bell Park?”


  Before he could reply, she was gone around a turn, walking as fast as her mid-forties legs could carry her. Though Freya bounded ahead, the walk was spoiled. She felt her blood pressure simmering. Hunters, quadders, snowmobilers. Now trappers. Was she living in a North of 60 rerun? Her once-peaceful road with barely a dozen full-timers now had over forty. What next? An Indy 500? A Wal-Mart?


  Stopping to catch her breath and savour one last moment, she admired a sleek apricot mass on a maple tree. One-inch-by-two, it encased the Hebrew moth’s eggs. She had wondered, weeks ago, why the sand-brown creature with dark script-like markings was biding quietly. Stopping the next day, she had perceived the patient laying, a velvety covering protecting the hatch from winter’s savage assault. Gently she stroked the case like a present to open in spring.


  Taking a deep breath, she headed back to the trailhead and along Edgewater Road. As she came to the “An Old Crow and a Cute Chick Live Here” sign with gaily painted cartoon birds, she turned into the driveway of her retired friends, the DesRosiers. Ed was tinkering in the open garage with his snowmobile, a snazzy Phaser, too rich for her blood, and as a pensioner nearing seventy, too fast for his. The Northern version of a sports car convertible.


  He gave a wave, and their chocolate-red mutt Rusty ran up for a pat, grovelling on the ground in submission. Freya was her elder, so she respected her status. “Come on in for a coffee. Catch up on the news about these damn murders,” Ed said, wiping his hands on a rag.


  She groaned, wrenched back to civilization with its own terrors in the night. “It’s the lead story for all the media. I’m glad I live out here, or am I?” She told him about meeting the trapper.


  “Ford 100, eh? Had one myself. Three hundred thousand K and had to beat it to death. Don’t see many of those old guys. I’ll keep an eye open.” Ed had forged his own paths far into the woods decades ago and had a healthy suspicion of strangers. A recent hip operation had cancelled bush hikes, and even he drove a quad down the road occasionally to give neighbours a hand with their plumbing, his former profession. If cake was served, it wasn’t his fault.


  Passing a small oak festooned with plastic juice jugs of seeds, she noticed the rose and grey splashes of a pack of pine grosbeaks chattering in the branches.


  Inside, around the corner in the kitchen, Hélène was rolling out pastry. “Decaf’s fresh. It’s all we drink now that Father has angina.”


  Ed grunted as he propped up his fancy carved cane in the corner. “I’m not your father, woman. Or I’d take you over my knee.”


  “Baby those knees. The health care system’s not your personal orthopedic clinic.”


  A Swedish enamel woodstove in the large living room maintained an even temperature in the cooling afternoons, though their floor-to-ceiling windows in the cedar bungalow led to bitter complaints about hydro bills. Belle took off her jacket and pulled up a chair at the combination kitchen and dining room table. Dusting off her hands, Hélène poured coffee and presented a heaping plate of Nanaimo bars. “Low-cal. Made them with sweetener.” She plopped down a bottle of French Vanilla Coffeemate. “This has no fat at all. Or do you want two per cent milk?”


  “Milk’s fine.” Paint had no fat either, but she wouldn’t drink it. Belle tested the confection. Nuts, cocoa, butter. Hélène took no shortcuts. With curling grey hair and an urge to feed the world, she filled the role of an older sister or perhaps a younger mother. Ed’s belly scooched over his belt like a bag of flour. His slim wife, with energy to burn, never glanced at a scale.


  A copy of the Sudbury Star lay on the table. Belle gave it a scan. “No arrests yet. Not even a person of interest, or whatever they call it.”


  Ed cocked his head toward a .22 mounted on the wall. “A lady’s best friend. City folks ought to keep one handy.”


  “My shotgun’s wrapped in a garbage bag in the basement rafters. Safe from thieves but hardly handy,” Belle said. “And no, it’s not registered.”


  “ ‘Peace and good government’ is our country’s motto. Not ‘Life, liberty and a handgun in every drawer.’ ” Hélène paused thoughtfully. “I worry about my girlfriends in town who live alone.”


  Belle nodded, taking another bar. It was only three o’clock, not that close to dinner. “Radio said that a task force is already on the job. Maybe there will be a break this week.”


  “Everyone’s talking. Even my cousin Bea is concerned for her female workers.”


  Bumble Bea Bakeries. The venerable family business downtown had been a legendary source of luscious breads and pastries. Hélène had said that Bea’s grandfather named it for her.


  “I have some news about her that might concern you,” Hélène said with a mischievous grin that brought out her dimples.


  For Belle, good news came in colourful pieces of paper bearing the pictures of prime ministers. Fall was a slack time for realtors, especially in cottage country. Such a cheat to enjoy the property during the fleeting summer then opt to sell in the fall, except what buyer wanted to freeze in an uninsulated camp with no water until the following May? Didn’t Bea live in her grandfather’s home on John Street overlooking Lake Ramsey? The city’s first luxury homes had been erected there early in the last century by upper management at the mines. Now it was an enclave of doctors, lawyers and other professionals with six-figure incomes. “Am I going to owe you? I’m five dinners behind.”


  Hélène stirred her coffee with leisure, pulling out the moment like saltwater taffy, gauging Belle’s cash-register eyes. “Bea wants to sell the property and move to a smaller home, maybe in the Kingsmount area.”


  Sell. The musical ride. She took a sharp breath. “That deal could be worth a million or more, depending on the lakefront. A thousand a foot on serviced lots.”


  Hélène shrugged. “They used to own acres, but her father tore down the old coach house and sold parcels on either side in the Sixties to finance the bakery’s expansion.”


  One dismaying thought entered Belle’s mind. “How old is the place?”


  “Cayuga House dates from the twenties, eh?” Ed said as Hélène nodded. “Brass plate by the door like it was owned by some English lord.”


  Belle was already calculating her commission. Every sale counted for the smallest realty in town. “If the house is that old, a new owner might demolish it. Time, roofing and plumbing march on. I’ll bet that the heating system needs an overhaul, too. There’s a dinner at Verdicchio’s in your future if I ace this.” She named the most expensive restaurant in town. The bill could qualify as a tax deduction.


  “I don’t think you’ve ever met her. Bea is such a dear, and what she’s gone through.” Hélène’s face lost its customary sunshine and turned sombre.


  “Health problems? Or please don’t tell me the bakery’s going belly up. Their sweet rolls are better than yours, and you wouldn’t deny it.”


  “I gave Bea the recipe.” Hélène recounted how seven years ago, her much younger cousin had lost her husband Michael Bustamante and six-year-old daughter in an accident on Lake Ramsey. “Bea saw it all from her garden. July 1st holiday, it was. Mike was canoeing with the girl, life jackets of course, when a drunk driving a speedboat blasted into them. Mike died instantly of head injuries. Dear little Molly...” She stopped, gulping back a sob.


  Ed patted her back with his walrus paws and turned to Belle. “Couldn’t get her to stop crying for a week.”


  “The propeller. Her injuries were traumatic.” Reaching for a tissue, Hélène continued. Left to raise her five-year-old son, Michael Junior, Bea had married Dave Malanuk a year ago, a fundraiser for local charities. He’d adopted the boy, but left him his birth father’s name.


  Belle hardly knew what to say except to make compassionate female noises. Some families were magnets for tragedy; others skated free and complained about hangnails.


  “Malanuk. I know that name. Didn’t he organize the Run for the Cure?” With a memory of her co-worker Miriam’s breast-cancer scare, Belle had jogged five miles and collected two hundred dollars from her neighbours.


  Hélène nodded, wiping her soft grey eyes. “He’s a wonderful guy. Just what she needed to restart her life.”


  “Sounds like a solid man.” Belle couldn’t imagine the challenges of a single parent. “Kids need a father.”


  “It’s been bumpy. Micro loved—”


  “Micro?” Belle leaned forward as if she’d misheard.


  Hélène blew her nose and managed a smile. “Michael Junior. Kids and their nicknames. Computers or something. Anyway, he loved his father and won’t accept a replacement. Problems spilled over his last year in elementary school. A bullying situation.”


  Engrossed in the sports section of the paper since Hélène had calmed down, Ed finally joined in. “Some rotten kid stole his lunch. Micro was just standing up for himself. Nothing wrong with a good shove.”


  Ed reached for a fifth bar and received a tap on the hand from his vigilant wife. “I remember our sons at twelve, don’t you, Ed? Always testing limits.” He grunted, and she continued. “And shamefully enough, for some ignorant people, there is his ethnic origin.” Belle guessed from the context that she used “ignorant” in the sense of “rude,” a Northern trademark.


  “Bustamante? Sounds Italian, like your side of the family, or is it Hispanic?”


  Hélène gave a bittersweet sigh. “No one ever said Bea didn’t know her own mind. When she was thirty, still unmarried, pouring her life into the business, she took a singles’ cruise and met Mike in Kingston, Jamaica. Love conquered all. It was a fairy-tale marriage. He was a fine doctor. Once he’d qualified in Ontario, he set up an office in Onaping, where they’d been without a general practitioner for years.”


  “She must have been a brave woman.” In large metropolitan areas, interracial marriages were common, but not in the North, where people of African or Caribbean descent had been as rare as roses in May. Hélène had spoken of the benighted days in which a mixed marriage involved a Catholic and a Protestant.


  “Bea was an only child, so she had her father wrapped around her pinkie, and his word was law with the relatives.” She began to chuckle, poking Ed. “Except for Great-Great-Aunt Mafalda. Eighty-eight. Five feet of firecrackers. Pounded up to the main table at the wedding. ‘Have to see this darkie for myself,’ she said, waving her cane. Mike just gave a bow and tamed her like an old pussycat.”


  “A darkie. You have to be joking. Shades of Stephen Foster,” Belle said, wiping tears of laughter from her eyes.


  Ed added, “We had the family over for fishing this summer. Dave pulled out all the stops. Took Micro to Ramakko’s for new tackle and gear. Didn’t he land a big pike off the rock wall. He’s a quiet lad, but a good boy. Give them time. They’ll get over this.”


  TWO


  September 1st struck the coup de grâce for Northern gardeners, a dust of frost at -2°C that morning. Carrying a steaming coffee and dressed in her long green terrycloth robe, Belle walked out onto the huge deck which wrapped the front and side of her storey-and-a-half cedar home. She stared down over her garden, site of the old cottage. The carrots and beets were snug and the broccoli impervious, but this was game over for the tomatoes. She’d pulled in several pounds on the vine last night to ripen in the cool of the basement utility room.


  Across the eight-miles-by-eight meteor-crater lake, a shallow fog kissed the far shore, rolling down the North River like a phantasmagorical glacier, another sign of fall in this cinemascopic window on the four seasons. Facing north by northwest, her property bore the brunt of the fiercest winds instead of snuggling in a safe bay. Along the boathouse, a cement walkway led to a dock, which connected to a wooden crib with a concrete pad bearing her huge satellite dish, an historical artifact now used as planters by inventive owners. From there, a double telephone-pole bridge led ten feet to the protective rockwall.


  Before leaving for work, remembering the trapper and his evil boxes, she logged onto the Ontario Fur Managers’ site. “Managers” of a business governing the heartbeat of a soul. There she learned that in the early 1900s, over sixty thousand marten pelts were sold in Canada, driving the animal to near extinction and entirely out of Prince Edward Island. With a keen sense of smell, martens were easily baited in their ranges from two to three square kilometres. One sickening fact hit home. Trappers often left beaver carcasses near marten grounds in order to provide food and increase the carrying capacity of the habitat. Whether or not he’d been sent after a nuisance animal, he probably had availed himself of this trick after he’d stripped the pelt. It reminded her of the witch fattening Hansel. She’d have to return soon and find his site.


  On the way to her all-wheel-drive Toyota Sienna van, Belle peered at squiggly bike tracks in the yard. Too cheap to subscribe, she got no paper delivery, knowing that Miriam usually brought hers to work to check their ads. Had someone selling school candy come by? Then she saw a paper slipped under the wiper, which was bent at an awkward angle. From a scratch pad, it bore the official logo of CRIME STOPPERS. A crabbed, childish scrawl read: “Your place in the woods has been puled down. Don’t try it again.” What the hell? Belle hadn’t as much as set a nail in the bush, used it only to stroll and admire the sights. Was this about the bear and moose stands? She’d knocked a few boards from them herself out of sheer spite. On Crown land, the stands weren’t illegal, so what was Crime Stoppers griping about? After crumpling the note, she tore a cuticle trying to straighten the blade.


  Fifteen minutes later, leaving Edgewater Road to turn right onto the airport highway, she passed a dozen cars angled into the bush, collectors of the season’s last blueberries, a local industry. Finally she could tune in the CBC local news. In an effort to comply with the 911 system, nine hundred streets in the region would have to be renamed. There were eleven Pines, eight Maples and eight Firsts, nine Birches, seven Alberts, and so on down. This challenge could take five years with unimaginable costs. Think of the stationery, maps, and street signs. She blew a sigh of relief. Her business was located on Disraeli Court, one of a kind. Punching more buttons, she found a strong signal at 105.3. “Gimme the beat, boys, and free my soul” drummed from the speaker. A good song, but every half an hour? She grabbed an Enya CD and let “Marble Halls” smooth her journey past the airport, where she watched the plume of INCO’s 1250-foot Superstack rise over the distant hills, symbol of industry. West wind as usual, blowing what remained of the scrubbed smelter air to North Bay.


  Navigating the busy Kingsway and swivelling around Lloyd Street, she noticed that a large cement wall had been spray-painted with a bulbous, cartoonish “Nix” tag in red and white. It was rather artistic, but she didn’t suppose the owners appreciated the effort. On one of the few residential streets downtown, she pulled into the parking area of a mock-Victorian house which made a convenient business address for Palmer Realty, founded by her late Uncle Harold. When she’d left Toronto behind twenty years before, kissing off a stressful high-school teaching job without a second thought, he’d paid for her realty courses, then made her his partner. The upstairs rented to a quiet and reliable snowbird couple. She gazed up at the mighty cottonwoods, the few large trees spared from the core ecological damage of the last century. The day had warmed up, so she hung her plaid jacket in the van, leaving her in designer jeans and a red silk blouse.


  “Life is just a bowl of blueberries,” she said to her only employee, Miriam MacDonald, her elder by ten years and a hundred grey hairs, whose baba’s bunion legacy enjoyed a daily massage from a wooden foot roller beneath her desk. “And to mix a metaphor or two, if my new lead pans out on Lake Ramsey, we’re in the proverbial clover, four leaves every one.”


  Miriam munched at a cheese croissant, wiping crumbs from her mouth and pointing at a brown bag. “You mean Bea Malanuk? She dropped in this morning looking for you. Brought a half-dozen of these. Don’t you love their dark rye? It’s more sinful than an Aero bar.”


  Belle struggled to maintain a cautious optimism about the dream sale. Cottage properties were her cornerstone, so six per cent of a possible mid-six-figure range nearly made her drool like a St. Bernard, especially when the average price for a home was a piddling $115,000. In a region with forty other realty companies and home sales last year of only 2167, the pie was getting smaller, even if prices were gradually rising. She needed to average four or five closings a month to make a slim profit, buy kibble, and keep Miriam in foot rollers. “What’s she like?”


  “Tall, broad shoulders, strong arms. Probably comes with the baking territory, all that kneading. Nice, though. She reminds me of someone from those classic film tapes you give me. Can’t place the name and face. A formidable woman with a great comic talent.”


  “Marjorie Main?”


  “Ma Kettle? Don’t think so.”


  “You have me intrigued.” After grabbing a croissant en route to her nearby desk in the compact office, Belle saw the note with Bea’s number at the bakery.


  The busy clatter of a business set a background for the woman’s upbeat, mellifluous voice. “Hélène’s told me so much about you, Belle. I’m surprised we’ve never met.”


  “Thanks for thinking of me. Business is slow in the fall.” And winter and spring. Slower than maple syrup poured onto the snow for an instant candy treat. Except for Cynthia Cryderman, the biggest realtor in town, with San Antonio-size hair and a pink stretch limo to accommodate it. Her advertising bill alone doubled Belle’s salary, even if the mindless radio jingle set teeth on edge. Sometimes she woke at midnight hearing its annoying words bouncing off the corners of her mind like billiard balls. But media coverage worked. That was the galling part. Cynthia sold nearly three hundred houses per year.


  They set a date for three thirty that afternoon. In the meantime, Belle logged up her morning’s calls and browsed a real estate tabloid. “Listen to this headline. ‘Unshamed quality’. Do they mean ‘unashamed’? And ‘enter the lovely foray’.” Miriam clucked disdain as she stuffed envelopes.


  Belle turned to the rough copy of some ads her cohort had composed. “I can always count on you for correct punctuation. Don’t you hate it when you see ‘Five bedroom’s’? Then she froze, making a gasping sound. “What’s this? ‘Affordable lakefront ten minutes north of New Sudbury’? That’s impossible.”


  Miriam rose, walked confidently to the regional map on a bulletin board and traced a route with her ever sharp pencil. “Straight to Whitsun Lake.”


  “Get serious. You’re pointing to a snowmobile trail.”


  The wily ex-bookkeeper, who had once sliced, diced and sauteed accounts for several marginal businesses in the Valley before joining Belle’s company, folded her arms coolly over a beige linen pantsuit with a floral-print blouse. “Not exactly a lie, though.”


  “I want to be competitive, but not at the expense of the truth. Let’s compromise at twenty minutes, speeding tickets aside, or you’ll never make partner in the firm.” Realizing that she had overextended herself, she added, “Not that there’s enough room in this pond for more than one lily pad.”


  Miriam barked out a laugh and added a dollop of Frenglish. “Hostie. Splitting the profits. Now that would be the day...of judgement.”


  “Did I say ‘splitting’?” Belle turned with a frown and began balancing the chequebook, a high-wire act.


  At lunchtime, she headed for the nearby Tim Hortons. The venerable doughnut chain, now American-owned, had a history of nearly half a century based on the joys of bubbling fat, popping franchises across the country on every strategic street corner, promising a sweet, warm antidote for the never-ending Canadian winter. Iced tea and cappuccino in the summer, but no latte...yet. Other chains folded tent, and lately Tim’s had aimed its sights at another border crosser, Krispy Kreme.


  Collecting two Meal Deals, which included a sandwich, coffee and doughnut for mere pocket change, she saw Steve Davis coming through the door. As a detective, he wore a light-grey suit and carried a raincoat like any businessman. His six-six frame would look good in a burnoose, but she missed the handsome uniform from his younger days when he’d done off-duty security work for her Uncle Harold.


  “I haven’t seen you for weeks,” she said, opening her coffee and pushing Miriam’s towards him as they found a booth. “With those terrible murders, you must be in triple overtime.”


  He winced, sipping the brew. Ojibwa with a Scottish grandfather, Steve had been raised on a reserve in remote northwestern Ontario. His coal-black hair, thick and lustrous, shaded to silver at the temples. Her junior by a few years, he nevertheless felt a solemn obligation to play big brother, law vs. justice their favourite debate. “It’s a nightmare. I was called to the second homicide. The mayor’s courting a coronary. We’re not used to this. Mom-and-pop domestics or bar brawls head up the usual list.”


  Belle leaned forward to hear his lowered voice. The police were not flavour of the month these days. Every pensioner in town punched in at coffee shops to heap abuse at the boys and girls in blue, usually in comparison with American television dramas where homicides were solved in an hour when dog DNA from a scrap of a cigarette filter of a suspect whose dachshund liked chewing paper turned up at the crime scene. “The methods seem similar, the victims, too. Are we talking serial killer?”


  “Getting close.” He frowned, dark clouds gathering in his eyes, as serious as Belle was comedic. “The magic number is three for that definition. You know I can’t tell you much more than the papers. Strangling’s the hardest kind of murder to solve. No blood, no mess, no fuss. If you have the cold determination to kill another human being and the muscles to carry it out, you may beat the odds.”


  “I see what you mean. Up close and personal.” Remembering arcane details from the Kathy Reichs novels she often read before bed, she added, “Hyoid fracture. Thyroid cartilage. Petach...petrach...Help me out here, expert.”


  He rolled a tongue around his cheek in mockery. “A kindergartner knows the drill. Except that sometimes petechial hemorrhages appear for other reasons.”


  “No prints, though. Right?”


  “Fingerprints can show up on skin with hi-tech fuming devices, but you have to get them fast. With whisper-thin latex gloves, it can be marginally possible to retrieve prints, too.”


  “Latex? Then rule out everyone with an allergy.”


  “Very funny. You might get hired as our departmental joker.”


  She was on a roll. “Trace evidence turned up by your forensics folk in white spacesuits? That theory that you take something and leave something—”


  “Actually, the suits are black. You’re talking about Locard’s Principle of Exchange. If it were one hundred per cent true, few murders would go unsolved.”


  “I haven’t heard anything about rape. Are you holding that back?”


  “No more leaks.” He stroked his jaw, the noon shadow beginning to shade his bronze face. “I should get out of this sorry business, except that I don’t seem to have any other talents. The price of life’s so cheap. A few thousand in portable property.”


  “You told me drugs were behind most crimes. Supporting a habit. Look how many times the Dairy Queen gets hit. What about the Hock Shop? Have you—”


  They were interrupted by the loud guffaws and table slapping at the next booth, one coneheaded bald man with a pyramid of maple cream doughnuts, the other with a Godzilla hunk of coffee cake. Both wore hearing aids. “Friggin’ idjits. Whatta we pay them for, anyways? Couldn’t find their arsehole with their own thumb. There’s a squad car at every Tim’s.”


  Steve winced. “Glad I walked. I’d better hustle back to the station. We have another task force meeting this afternoon. Some hot shot profiler flew up from the Big Smoke.”


  “Let me guess the result. Male. Loner. Twenty to thirty-five. Hated Mommy Dearest. Works at a min-wage job.” She looked around at the staff, mostly earnest women, but what about the kitchen help? “Maybe twenty feet away operating a deep-fat fryer.”


  “Not any more. The doughnuts come pre-cooked.” Finally he smiled, tapping her cheap watch, well-worn with a cracked crystal. “I’ll pass on your theory to the chief. But don’t buy a Rolex on the expectations.”


  “One other thing. I had a nasty note from some Junior Crime Stopper. I suppose those in charge will give me some privacy baloney if I complain. Can you ask around and see if they have an overambitious kid on the roster in my area, maybe in Skead? A bike could do it in less than an hour.” She explained the wiper incident.


  “Everything is routed through Toronto, but I know our liaison sergeant, Rick Cooper.” He pointed across the street to the Ukrainian Seniors’ Centre next to Ray Hnatyshyn Park. “Crime Stoppers could have used more eyes over there in June. Kids painted swastikas on the back wall near the garden. Makes me sick.”


  “That’s low. I saw some graffiti on my way in, but it was rather artistic.”


  “Graffiti’s no trivial issue.” He let out a slow breath in mute comment at her naïveté. “There was a dramatic increase over the summer. Over eleven thousand dollars in removal costs around the city. Besides that, it creates an environment that appears unsafe.”


  “True enough. Reminds me of L.A. streets in that movie Colors. It’ll taper off soon. Spray paint doesn’t work at -30°C,” she said, coaxing a smile from his classic, chiselled lips.


  As they parted company outside, she watched him stop momentarily to eyeball the stragglers in a crossover area between Tim’s and the LCBO. Booze it up and then sober up. This volatile combination with the nearby bus station attracted drifters. He fished in his pocket for loose change and passed it to a tall, thin man who gave a theatrical bow, sweeping his Peter Pan hat to the ground, a rare character in the staid mining town.


  Later that afternoon, she pointed the van down Paris and turned left on John Street, high on a hill, overlooking the jewel of Lake Ramsey. On one side was the venerable St. Joseph Health Centre with its helipad, beyond that, the snowflake shapes of Science North, then Laurentian, the new megahospital with parking lots far enough from the entrance to weed out the more fragile heart patients. Then came Shield University with its gleaming towers, where the new medical college was breaking ground. At last the doctor-poor North could train its own.


  She didn’t need to double-check the address. Parked in the circular, bricked drive was a brown, black and yellow Ford Focus, customized to resemble a bee. Its rear was striped, a sharpened, centralized exhaust pipe serving as stinger, with trompe l’oeil folded gossamer wings and black legs on the body, protruding from the hood a plastic proboscis and antennae. The bakery logo was stencilled on both doors. Great tax deduction.


  Bea’s handsome home was constructed of massive grey stone blocks with cream mortar. A pristine slate roof and seamless eavestroughing bore witness to careful upkeep. It had two chimneys, a large wraparound porch with white Doric columns, a turret room and an attached garage, probably a later addition. One absent pleasure after leaving Toronto was the time travel through its varied neighbourhoods as far back as the Georgian period. Gently she touched the cool stone steps, slightly concave from nearly a century of use. Despite its charms, Cayuga House might be replaced by a blocky, cantilevered monstrosity. She hoped it would put up a stubborn fight against the monster backhoe.


  Pulling out a small notebook to jot observations, Belle noticed an array of lilac bushes, skeleton pods of their Victoria Day splendour. The ivory hydrangea masses wore a blush of copper frost. Mature maples and ash offered shade and privacy. Caragana hedges were trimmed to perfection. Anyone with sense would kill for the landscaping.


  She twirled the quaint bell chime and heard a muted response inside. “Hello.”


  “It’s Belle Palmer.”


  “Hello, hello,” replied the voice, oddly modulated, as if affected by a stroke. Did Bea have an older relative living with her? She tried the handle and found it unlocked. Hesitantly, she moved into the foyer, noting the wide plank floors and Aubusson runners.


  “Bea? Where are you?” she called.


  “Hello, hello,” repeated the voice, sharper now, almost petulant. Belle was reminded of seniors at her father’s nursing home who sometimes used double language. Unwilling to maintain the senseless conversation, she decided to look around.


  After passing an empty living room, she came to a closed door. From behind it came a piercing shriek. Despite her misgivings, she opened it and found a parrot swinging from a brass stand, its food bowl empty. Beady coal eyes fixed upon her with a strange wisdom, as if it read her thoughts. “Oreo! Oreo!” it croaked, cocking its head and moving back and forth in rhythm. Pinfeathers floated in the air.


  A very large woman in her early forties, with a friendly bulldog face, blunt lips, heavy brows and a streak of flour still in her riotous brown hair, slipped up behind her to deposit sunflower seeds into a metal cup. She carried a long, thin marble pastry roller which reminded Belle of the drill cores left in the field in mining operations. Her handshake was supple and strong. The resemblance to an unnamed comedienne which Miriam had flagged bothered her as well, but she couldn’t pin down the identity.


  “Meet Mackenzie King. He’s having a time-out for being a bad boy, spilling his water, aren’t you?” She leaned toward him, and he nuzzled her pouted lips. Belle winced. That beak could crack walnuts.


  “What kind is he?” Belle would have been surprised to find more than a parakeet in the North, but since the advent of PetSmart, exotic birds selling for as much as two thousand had entered the local market.


  “Amazon blue-fronted, which seems strange with that yellow on top. Would you believe he’s over sixty years old?”


  “They live quite long, I hear.”


  “A lifetime. Father passed him to me. It’s a real commitment.” She gave a hearty laugh and stroked its head as it danced, picking up each foot. “Last summer he got loose and went up into the flowering crab. To lure him down, Dave, that’s my husband, had to go to Smith’s to find the only papaya in five hundred miles. The whole neighbourhood gathered here for the antics.”


  “Your house is marvellous. I can’t wait to see the rest.”


  Slipping the roller into a capacious apron, Bea clasped her hands together. “All that mahogany wainscotting and the carved staircase with the pineapple newel posts. Plenty of journeymen eager to please for a few dollars a day.”


  “Is society heading backward? The only woodworker I know delivers twenty bush cords for my stove.”


  Bea led her into a large living room brightened by towering ficus plants, a large Norfolk pine in a ceramic tub, and on a shaded ledge with stained glass windows, a stunning pink and purple orchid on a leaning stalk. Belle touched the waxy flowers in clear wonderment.


  “It is real. Seems to like its home,” Bea said with pride.


  “Northerners love their Florida rooms, heating bills aside. My grandfather had a greenhouse business on Runnymede Road in Toronto. I guess Canadians thirst for a sign of life over the winter.” She glanced down at the honeyed oak floors polished to a gleam, so much more character than laminate. Thick Persian carpets offered warm islands amid plum velour sofas and deep espresso-brown leather chairs. A fieldstone fireplace seemed to anchor the house to the Cambrian Shield.


  On the rosewood grand piano were silver-framed pictures of the Bustamantes: Michael senior, a small and vigorous man, towered over by Bea, then Micro and his older sister in their school portraits. There was a wedding photo of Dave and Bea, something shadowy and strained about Dave’s face, and a diminutive boy beside them looking at the church steps. In stature, Micro must have taken after his father. In one faded colour snapshot, two men posed on a tropical beach. A young Michael and someone close enough in appearance to be a brother. Belle realized that she was staring, but Bea was straightening a needlepoint on the wall.


  Belle admired the tapestry of the Apple Queen. “As once I was, so am I now.” The quote came from William Morris’s Pomona, 1891. A buxom young woman in flowing medieval dress bore apples in her skirts. A complex weave of gold and green entangled trees surrounded her.


  “Did you do this? The Pre-Raphaelites are favourites of mine, both their poetry and art. I love the details. And the framing’s a great match.”


  Bea blushed at the compliment. “I like to keep my hands busy after work. If I’m not doing needlepoint, I’m knitting. Micro and Dave have enough sweaters and scarves to last a hundred years.”


  Jotting notes as they walked, Belle had more second thoughts about the expected demolition when she surveyed the modern kitchen with a Miele range, granite counters, a butcher-block island with copper pans hanging above and legions of German steel knives. She also noted the convenient half bath on the main floor. As they cruised the large dining room with a French Provincial table for ten, Belle stopped to assess a collection of ceramic ladies in a matching china cabinet. If memory served, these were Easter Day, Christmas Morn, and others, all red.


  “Royal Doulton,” she said. “My mother left me her collection.”


  Bea’s hooded sea-green eyes brightened. “Oh? Which ones?”


  “Delphine, Elegance, Vivienne...I sold Paisley Shawl.”


  “Really? What would you ask for Vivienne? She’s discontinued, and red’s my favourite, in case you hadn’t noticed.”


  Belle “ka-chinged” a few calculations on her mental cash register. “Two-thirds book value. Three hundred?” Chasing the elusive loonie again. Would her mother haunt her tonight?


  Bea pressed Belle in a giant’s embrace, a wisp of lemon, vanilla and cloves in her wake. “It’s a deal. Bring her with the first interested parties. I’ll leave a cheque on the mantel.”


  Upstairs were five bedrooms, another full bath and a master suite. One bedroom was a sewing room, another an office for Dave, one appointed with the pink colours, chintz curtains and a flouncy bedspread that young girls would like, yet no toys or personal items. Sadly, Belle recalled the dead child and understood why these poignant vestiges of a short life remained to honour her memory.


  The charming turret room had windows of rounded glass and a distinctive green, yellow and black flag hanging from the ceiling. “Keep out! This means you!” read a sign taped to the open door. Bea gestured to the skateboard, Gameboy and Superhero comic books. One wall displayed Lord of the Rings posters and a picture of Bob Marley, Rastafarian dreadlocks flying. A state-of-the-art PC with twenty-inch flat screen sat on an L-shaped desk. On a shelf above was a Harry Potter collection in addition to the book Son of Web Pages That Suck. Mine sure does, Belle said to herself, having constructed it amateur-style using FrontPage Express.


  “Don’t they like their privacy? And my son hasn’t even entered his teens.”


  “What an unusual flag. I don’t recognize it.”


  “Jamaica’s. My late husband Michael wanted Micro to appreciate his heritage.” She picked up a hardcover book, Heroes of Jamaica. “His distant relative was Alexander Bustamante, the island’s first Prime Minister in 1962.”


  “I have to confess that I know nothing about that lovely country, except that its climate is heaven next to ours.”


  Bea smiled softly. “You’re not alone. Many people think only of gang wars or deportations. Jamaica had a proud history of fighting oppression, British, of course. Many of its people had been brought over as slaves.”


  “But there is the reggae music,” Belle added.


  “Michael loved the old folk songs. He used to sing Micro to sleep with ‘Clap Hands Til Papa Comes Home’.” She hummed a few bars and swayed with a gentle rhythm.


  Belle noted the Snickers wrappers in the wastebasket and the pile of textbooks. “I used to teach high school. Bailed out after a few months. English was not foremost on their minds.”


  “Sounds like a sudden decision.”


  “Certainly was.” The incident was as fresh in her mind as this morning. “Why you always say I’m acting like a fool?” one tenth-grader had demanded, and she hadn’t been able to resist. “Brian, you don’t have to act like a fool.” “Kiss my ass.” Off to the principal. Parents’ conference. Everyone crying except her. And a Greyhound bus ticket that weekend.


  “They don’t miss much.” Bea’s chuckle spread over her face, an invitation to mirth. “Every year is a whole new world with kids. Thirteen’s coming up, and my friends tell me to fasten my seatbelt.”


  The master suite was immense, with walk-in closets and a Jacuzzi in the custom-tiled bathroom. The Mexicana furnishings, warm, weathered pine with copper fittings, were a surprise, a king-sized bed, drawer chests and nightstands, a splendid armoire, and in the corner, a box table. As always, in the more intimate parts of a house, she felt strangely voyeuristic. In the corner was a cherrywood antique prie-dieu.


  Bea ran loving fingers over the fine petit point on the kneeler. “Great-Great-Aunt Mafalda’s. For show rather than usage now. It’s a bit creaky with age.”


  “I know the feeling.”


  While Bea fixed tea downstairs, Belle relaxed in a sunny breakfast nook, enjoying the antics of chickadees around the feeders. She looked past the deck to the choppy diamond waves of Lake Ramsey, where Bea’s husband and daughter had died. From her Canlit class, she recalled a sinister poem by Margaret Atwood: “This is a Photograph of Me.” The speaker addressed the reader like a friend deciphering a blurred black and white picture, so casual, lulling him into a reverie with “a gentle slope,” “a small house,” “some low hills,” then adding, “The photograph was taken/ the day after I drowned./ I am in the lake....if you look long enough,/ eventually/ you will be able to see me.” What a mistress of understatement Canada’s icon was.


  Bea’s pastries proved that her talents ran in the genes. Rum-butter squares. Apricot clusters with pecans. “My grandfather bought Cayuga House in a distress sale during the Depression. The owner had invested heavily in Cobalt silver mines and lost everything. When you’re an only child, it’s hard to sell your family home, but it’s simply too big.” She gave a small sigh. “Has been for years.”


  Belle nibbled at a coconut square, piquant with lemon rind, its sweetness opposed to the bitter personal loss left unspoken. “As a realtor, I wear two hats, Bea, one for the buyer and one for the owner. I had imagined that Cayuga House might be demolished. People want modern homes.” She tried to couch the observations in language that wouldn’t insult the woman.


  “I suppose so.” Bea’s large mouth sagged at the corners.


  As the winey taste of Earl Grey cleared her palate, Belle added, “Now that I’ve seen everything, I’m not at all sure that will happen.”


  “The heating bills are plain murder, even though I love the old hot-water system.” She put down her cup and patted a radiator near her shoulder. “A convenient place to dry mittens and toques.”


  “It’s a stellar property. I’ll get a lockbox set up for the front door tomorrow and take out a large ad in the paper for the weekend. MLS will reach outside the city. We’ll keep our fingers crossed.” She gave Bea a reassuring smile and opened the attaché case for the paperwork. “Hélène said that you liked the Kingsmount area. ‘Historical’ is the latest catchword for that part of town. I have a classic little place on Roxborough Drive. Mullioned windows. Fretwork. Steep gables. Private gardens out back.” She paused for effect. “And a spanking new gas furnace.”


  On a tour of the property, Belle noticed a cozy doghouse in the backyard. A large grey and white sheepdog ambled out and shook itself. “Buffalo. Dave said a kid should always have a dog.”


  “I agree,” Belle said, kneeling to embrace the massive shaggy head. “Mine’s a German shepherd. Not as laid-back as this guy.” She noticed that the left incisor was broken. Probably a stone chaser like Freya.


  Bea pointed to a caragana hedge at the rear, beyond it a tiny cottage barely visible through the maples. “He can be a noisy one. Kids running through on their way home from school get him barking. Jean McBride over there calls me every now and then when he bites his rope and gets into her yard. Buffy’s only outside a few hours a day in good weather. He sleeps on Micro’s bed.”


  They strolled for a few minutes, remnants of the old estate adding charming touches. Bea’s “secret garden” had a verdigrised sundial, a gazebo, and rock terraces to hold the soil against erosion on the steep slope. In the distance, a cigarette boat streaked across Lake Ramsey, two minutes across, then a turnabout, throwing up spray as its engines roared like 747s. A kayak struggled to position itself against swamping waves.


  “You don’t want to know my opinion of jet skis. And the snowmobiles are even worse,” said Bea. “Here we are in the middle of town and have to put up with this.”


  “Perils of lakefront, I guess. But it adds one heck of a punch to the property values.”


  As Belle prepared to leave, Bea stood under a huge sugar maple by the front steps. One hand touched the rugged grey bark. Leading upward was a trail of nailed boards. In a spreading crotch twenty feet up, Belle glimpsed a structure. Bea’s grin lit up her face. “My treehouse. Mother nearly had a heart attack passing up the heavy boards. Micro loves to camp out up there. And don’t I provide the catering.”


  THREE


  After breakfast, Belle ripped a page from her Tough Dames calendar, with its daily quote. “You gotta get up early in the morning to catch a fox and stay up late at night to get a mink.” Mae West wore the minks, but Belle was determined to save their relatives.


  Rousing a snoring Freya from her overstuffed easy chair in the computer room, she set off behind her house, taking a secret cut to the Bay Trail. She headed for the area where the trapper had verged into the bush. The dog lagged behind, flaring her nostrils at a mustard-yellow mound of grouse poupon under a branch.


  “Leave it, girl. We’re on dawn patrol.”


  Brushing aside drooping alders, she marched up the peaty path, narrowing her eyes and scowling at black tips of delicate earth-tongue fungi and a brilliant fly agaric dislodged by the quad. She imagined serving him the poisonous reddish mushroom on a silver platter. Rounding a turn at the Paper Tree, a birch divesting itself of bark like the dance of the seven veils, she spied his tracks trampling a lovely grove of interrupted fern as the quad verged from the trail. The four-foot plant boasted fragile brown seed pods dripping like caviar from its fronds. Freya started going wild with scent, plowing into the bushes, raising her ruff. “Come here!” Belle commanded, but the dog ignored her. Something reeked. All she needed was for the dog to start rubbing herself over a carcass or even eating it.


  As she ran, she pulled the leash from around her neck. Rarely did Freya disobey, but this temptation even her excellent Schutzhund lineage couldn’t ignore. Belle’s yells distracted the dog and slowed her pace as she neared a low mound buzzing with flies. Leaping over a cedar stump, Belle lunged for the chain collar. “What’s the matter with you?” she asked in a firm, low voice. Never yell into a dog’s face. They had a clear sense of rudeness.


  She looped the leash around a small oak, then clipped it to Freya’s collar, giving her hand signals to reinforce the verbal commands. Sobered by the rare physical message of a leash, Freya sat and began a small whine, swivelling her plumed tail in agitation. With caution, Belle approached the shapeless mass. It was the flayed carcass of a beaver, gnawed by a series of flesh eaters in the usual food chain. Foxes had been on the scene, judging from the appearance of the entrails. She looked around with concern, aware that a wolf pack had territory less than a mile away. One December she’d seen their tracks on the ice of Surprise Lake and noticed a young moose drinking in the broken shallows below the beaver dam, a deep gash raking its flank. With this wholesale baiting, the trapper could be inviting guests very unwelcome to hikers, perhaps even an opportunistic, omnivorous bear. Feast on, fellow carnivores red in tooth and claw. The late Mr. Castor would be bones before a few more sundowns. Until then, she’d stay off the trail.


  Scrabbling through the underbrush toward the fir grove, she located several marten traps, all nailed a good six feet up the trunks. At least he was keeping his promise about placement. Grabbing a sturdy grey stick, she broke off the side branches, squinted up into one trap and began to poke. Snap! The cruel spring gave way. A wad of ground beef, greasy and grey, splatted onto the leaf mould. Snickering, she followed suit with the rest. It wasn’t as if the man was making a living from the sales, but so many people used the bush as a supermarket or woodlot.


  Finally she released Freya, giving her a warning wave, and they headed back down the trail. A few minutes later, she relaxed at a job well done, checking a rare patch of Indian cucumber root in a shaded maple grove. A single purple berry rose from leaf whorls blood-streaked in the centre. Suddenly she was aware that the dog was absent. “Not again!”


  Seconds passed, and a brown form came barrelling through the undergrowth. Belle looked down in horror to see quills protruding from the dog’s muzzle. “Jesus. You’re a handful today.” Making her sit under the wrath of Mom, she yanked each one quickly, and the dog made no moan. She ran her eyes over the rest of the body, satisfying herself that Freya had been either smart or lucky. Some dogs ran wild with pain, driving quills into their pads and even blinding themselves.


  After a long day at the office, she arrived home at six and opted to go vegetarian, making a potato curry with a can of Madras sauce. Diced zucchini, green onions and a sprinkle of mustard seeds completed the medley. Soon, nutty aromas of basmati rice floated from the microwave. For some reason the dog wasn’t eating her chow, but slopping her chops as if something was bothering her. Belle tipped Freya’s head back, parted the giant jaws, and nearly cancelled dinner. A porcupine quill was lodged deep in the ribbed roof of the animal’s mouth. She closed her eyes, unable to imagine the discomfort. Then shaking herself into action, she took pliers from the utility drawer and pulled it free. Without delay, Freya began steamshovelling her kibble.


  After assembling her meal, Belle relaxed on one of the pasha chairs with ottomans in the television room and beamed up to TCM. The Television Police, aka the CRTC, limited Canadians to Bell Express Vu and Star Choice. Neither offered Ted Turner’s Classic Movies Network. Many neighbours had pirated systems, but she dutifully paid her fifteen dollar yearly subscription to a grey-market address in Southern Ontario. She sipped a mild New Zealand beer, an antidote for the flaming curry, and tuned in.


  Silent films night. Marie Dressler in Tillie’s Punctured Romance. The Cobourg, Ontario, native had left a music-hall and stage career which climaxed with her smash hit as Tillie Blobbs singing, “Heaven Will Protect the Working Girl.” The Rosie O’Donnell of her day, she’d broken into pictures in 1914 with Charlie Chaplin. As the movie unfolded, Belle noticed why Bea had looked strangely familiar. Belle was used to Marie at nearly sixty in Garbo’s Anna Christie, which had rejuvenated her flagging career. And yet there she was at Bea’s age, flaunting comic talents as big as her size, a huge, hatchet-faced woman in love. Belle found herself laughing as hapless Charlie manouevered the woman on a dance floor like steering an elephant dressed in tulle, Marie’s wild hair flying loose, except for a curl pasted around each ear. One leg bent back as Chaplin moved forward.


  Later, upstairs in the master suite in her snug waterbed, she tamped a cigarette into Adolphe Menjou’s jewelled holder, which her father had bought her at Universal Studios in Florida on their last visit before his collapse. In typical Canadian fashion, the pack of Number 7s, a cheaper brand, bore a warning: “Each year, the equivalent of a small city dies from tobacco use.” A horizontal bar chart tagged car accidents at 2900 and tobacco-related deaths at a whopping 45,000. Homicides were the smallest category. Only 510, probably the same as Detroit. Belle hoped that the two latest deaths would be the last, an early Christmas present, but logic implied what the police hesitated to mention, that often another killing had to occur if only to provide the vital clue. A few tots of bargain-basement scotch smoothed her evening as she savoured Nevada Barr’s Blind Descent. What a coup the former park ranger had achieved by making the landscape hundreds of feet below in Carlsbad Caverns as vibrant and alive as the desert surface.


  What would the trapper do when he found all four snares sprung? The Fur Managers’ website said that the traps had to be checked daily. Who monitored that? Getting up to gaze through the patio doors over the tiny balcony, she watched the moon gleam through the scudding pewter clouds, the waves pounding her rockwall. The lake was perilously high for September. The elusive and all-powerful Hydro One Keeper of the Keys hadn’t opened the dam at Outlet Bay yet, leaving the levels for better boat access, especially at Rocky’s, the restaurant and marina at the Wapiti First Nations Reserve.


  The next morning she let Freya out, and busy getting ready for work, didn’t notice that the animal was AWOL again. Rarely did she go to the road, unless a passing dog challenged her. After that porkie attack, what next? A skunk? No tomato juice in the cupboard, nor enough toothpaste, an apparent miracle worker when diluted.


  Belle went to the side deck, scanning the yard. The wretch stood at the corner of the septic bed grass, her muzzle working at something which had to be food. “You sneak!”


  She ran down the stairs to the parking lot, motoring towards the dog, who ducked her head in shame and backed away from a familiar green plastic LCBO bag. Out of the container spilled the remains of pale ground meat. Freya was still licking her black lips as Belle’s heart did cartwheels in shock. “What have you done now?”


  FOUR


  Frozen in time as the horror sank in, Belle looked at the road, only twenty feet away up a grassy bank. Someone had tossed this bag down, knowing curious dog behaviour. A poisoner was the lowest life form. Now she regretted bearding the trapper in his den. This kind of payback, likely done in the dark from typical cowardice, would be impossible to prove. A police department mired in unsolved murders would be ill-inclined to be testing for prints and summoning Mr. AW HECK to the station.


  The dog wasn’t frothing at the mouth or trembling, but who knew what she had ingested? The average medicine cabinet or cleaning supply shelf had enough toxic chemicals to fell a moose. Hauling Freya to the van and shoving her in, Belle dialled the vet on her cellphone. A familiar perky young assistant listened while she related the emergency. “Shana’s away on a conference, but Dr. Uyi is acting as standby. I’ll slot you in, no problem.”


  As she drove, Belle glared in the mirror at the reclining dog, one paw over the other, probably expecting a leisurely walk on the trails behind Skead. Was today a holiday? “I’d gag you myself, but I’m not into slobber,” she said with a vengeance.


  She made record time to Petville, rushing in with Freya on leash. A bow-backed man with a yippy Pomeranian backed away instinctively at the large shepherd, its vicious reputation as undeserved as the doberman’s. The vet tech ushered them into an examination room, and just as swiftly, Dr. Uyi came through the door. He was a handsome Polynesian with a boyish face and smooth coffee skin, laugh lines at his eyes revealing two more decades.


  “I was told that she ate something. Do you have a sample?”


  Belle handed him the LCBO bag containing a few ounces of meat. “Ground beef, seems fresh or just-thawed. Someone tossed it into my yard.”


  Slipping on latex gloves, Uyi moved to a sink and began inspecting the contents. “Doesn’t seem like anything’s been added,” he said.


  Belle shuddered, observing Freya for imminent convulsions, bloody vomit, paralysis. Five dogs had been poisoned in a Toronto park that week. “What were you looking for?”


  He bent to examine the animal’s mouth and gums. “Antifreeze is green. Or ground glass. Both are quite fatal, and the end isn’t pretty.”


  Belle felt her legs turn to linguine and sat down on the wooden bench. “My God!”


  His tone was reassuring as he ran slender fingers over Freya’s body, probing her stomach area. “It’s a ninety-nine per cent bet that she’s fine.”


  “Not good enough. What would you suggest? An emetic?”


  “Err on the side of caution, then. To treat her at home, a few ounces of hydrogen peroxide would do the job.” He rose and reached under the sink for a plastic pail, then opened a drawer and took out a small paper packet, ripping it open. “Don’t fancy swallowing that stuff myself. This is a bit gentler. Apomorphine disc. Goes in the corner of the eye. Within a few minutes...stand back.”


  An hour later at the office, Miriam checked the wall clock and said, “I was afraid you’d miss your showing at Bea’s.”


  Nose in the air, Freya trotted over for a piece of bagel with cream cheese. “Hi, sweetie. Come to keep me company? By the way, Strudel didn’t take kindly to that Far Side book you gave me. Poodles, the Other White Meat.” Miriam’s fierce little dog had once made Freya’s life sheer hell by ravaging her tail on an hourly basis.


  Belle put her hand over her mouth as the dog disappeared into the back room, where they had a small lounge for lunch and an occasional nap. “Don’t mention food.” She explained what had happened.


  Miriam gave a low growl. “Sometimes ex-husbands come in handy. Jack would have pummelled that scumbag. But she seems fine. It sounds like you acted quickly.”


  Belle checked her watch and headed for the Mr. Coffee, transfusion for all seasons. “Soldier’s breakfast minus cigarette for me. The Nortons will be here in ten minutes.”


  She saw a car pull into the lot. “Minus coffee, too,” she added with a mock sniff, rebuttoning her coat on the way out.


  A couple in their early forties, the Nortons had relocated from Ottawa to open a joint practice: urology and dermatology. They were renting a luxury apartment at 2200 Regent but wanted to settle into the community and entertain on a larger scale.


  “It sounds perfect. So close to our office at the Four Corners,” Dan said, wearing an aubergine overcoat matching his wife’s. His razored blond hair gave him the appearance of an albino porcupine. They were seated in the spacious rear of Belle’s van, where he baptized the ashtray with a flick from his gold lighter. “Location is the most important thing. If this older house doesn’t suit, we’ll have all winter to finalize building plans. Do you know a good man?”


  Bristling at the sexism, Belle thought about her own home, constructed as finances allowed beside the cottage on the property. She’d done all the painting and tried to drywall before giving up when the dust made her sneeze and the closet angles under the stairs caused tears of frustration. “Bruno Bravo has a reputation for quality work.”


  His wife Dilshad, an East African woman with long, lustrous raven hair and pearl studs in her tiny ears, added a sweet soprano chime to his firm baritone. “The kitchen is the heart of a house. Gourmet cooking is my hobby. So different from Ottawa here. They are carrying tilapia and yams at the A&P, but oh, the trouble I am having buying palm oil.”


  “Try Café Korea in the Montrose Mall. They stock Far Eastern groceries,” Belle said.


  The night before, Bea had mentioned that she would be at work, and Micro would be taking the noisy parrot to school for show-and-tell day. Her husband Dave had been out of town all week. Belle preferred a home furnished but free of fulsome owners hovering at clients’ shoulders like unwelcome ghosts, spotlighting bordello-style flocked red wallpaper, sparkled stucco ceilings, mirrors over the bed, and grotesque hockey-themed rec rooms.


  At ten thirty she drove into the yard and pulled up beside Bea’s trademark Ford Focus. Had the woman gotten a ride to work? Become ill and stayed at home? She inspected her cellphone. Fully charged. Miriam hadn’t sent a last-minute message. She tried to project a professional confidence as she passed a small box attached near the front door.


  “The key’s in the lock box, but since her car’s here, I’ll ring anyway,” she said. From the backyard, she could hear Buffalo barking and added, “Belongs to the family. Only dog on the block.” Could be true as far as she knew.


  The door chime sounded once, twice, then three times. Belle was growing uneasy. On instinct, she pressed the lever on the massive brass handle and found the door unlatched. While she left her house open with Freya on guard, few townies risked that option. Managing a weak smile, she went inside and held the door for the Nortons. They were still chatting about the glorious view across Lake Ramsey.


  “Hellloooo,” she called with no response. Spotting a purse on a table by the door, she turned to them with embarrassment. “The owner may be home. Why don’t you look around the main floor, and I’ll go upstairs? Shouldn’t take a minute.”


  Belle took the stairs two at a time and craned her head into the rooms. “Bea, Bea,” she called softly. In the master bedroom at the end of the hall, a Chinese silk dressing gown lay on the neatly made bed. The door to the ensuite bathroom was open, but she could see that the room was dimmed, the vertical blinds shut. At least the place was tidy. A home needed to look lived in, but not by a band of Visigoths. After a deep breath, she paged through her notebook to refresh her mind about the highlights.


  Downstairs again, she showed the Nortons through the house. As soon as they saw the modern kitchen, the expansive living room and dining room, his smiling wife clapped her deft brown hands, shiny chestnut eyes sparkling. Belle rolled with the flow, prepared to offer reasons against building anew, which might increase her commission since the home would retain its value. “Here’s the best of both worlds. A classic house with refits. But I must be honest.” She paused as Uncle Harold had advised her after using this phrase, an element of theatre in the realty business. They turned to her with wary looks. “The furnace should be replaced. Still, saving the cost of demolition would buy the best on the market. A natural gas line just came down the street, too.”


  “Very tempting,” Dilshad said. “If the upstairs is as wonderful...” She gave Dan a sweet smile, her tiny wrenish face lit with excitement.


  “Anything you want, my dear.” His brows contracted, and he shuffled his feet as he checked his watch. An appointment?


  When they passed the mantel in the living room on their way to the winding stairs, Belle saw the cheque for the Doulton figurine. She had left Adrienne in the van. A little personal pocket money. All this and heaven, too, Monsieur Boyer?


  The Nortons looked out the windows of each bedroom, pointing and gesturing, entranced by Micro’s retreat. Belle hoped that a train wouldn’t roar by across the road, though rail traffic was minimal with CN downsizing and their acquisition of U.S. routes.


  Saving the best for last, she led them down the hall to the master suite. Dan cleared his throat, then asked, “Do you mind if I use the washroom?”


  “Of course,” she said. “Over there. The tub is a top-of-the-line Jacuzzi.” He lingered for a moment as his wife pointed out the Superstack in the distance.


  Belle chuckled to herself, admiring a thriving Persian violet on a bay window. That bathroom was the final selling point. Bea had said that they’d combed Toronto for the art-deco fittings, complete with bidet. When the sale went through, she’d take Miriam on a trip to Costa Rica as soon as the prices dropped after the peak season. There they’d be, basking in the cloud canopy instead of shovelling snow. What about mosquitos? In the movies, no one seemed to be bothered by insects, except in The African Queen. She could still see unshaven Bogie slogging along...


  A yell came from somewhere. “Jesus Christ!”


  FIVE


  Belle rushed into the bathroom to discover Dan leaning over the triangular ice-blue tub. Bea lay naked on her back, a trickle of blood seeping from one ear, deep-purple bruises circling her neck. Her pendulous breasts, the size of melons, were capped with glistening, dark aureoles. Large sea-green eyes stared at the ceiling as if divining a way to heaven.


  “Quite dead, poor woman,” Dan said, as he stood and studied his hand with a grimace as if despairing of where to wash it. Everyone who watched television was familiar with death-scene protocol. “No pulse at the carotid artery.”


  Turning with protective gestures to block Dilshad from entering, he left the room. Though she could hear voices behind her, Belle remained rigid, her mental camera capturing in grim fascination an assortment of details: the lower body blurred by soap scum on the still surface, a pink bottle of bubble bath on the Italian ceramic tile rim, fruity shampoos, a fresh bar of peppermint-scented soap, an oval pumice stone. The shell colour of the tile echoed Bea’s buffed natural nails. She trailed a finger in the water. Cold. If the woman had drawn the bath herself, hours had passed. The other possibility was even more chilling.


  A discreet cough fractured her thoughts. “Miss Palmer. I called 911 on my cell. We’re to go directly outside and wait.” He seemed cool and clinical, like many specialists.


  On the sheltered porch, she and Dilshad found awkward seats in Muskoka chairs, silent as mannequins. Dan excused himself and disappeared behind a cedar hedge. “Weak bladder,” Dilshad explained with an eyeroll.


  Within minutes came the sound of an ambulance, a squad car siren wailing close behind. Being near a hospital had clear merits. Belle remembered a competitor’s ad for a home on York Street: “St. Joe’s area. Good for newlyweds or retirees.” Pediatric or geriatric care in a thousand feet, cradle to the grave.


  The officer, fresh out of Police College, popping mint gum with abandon, complimented them on preserving the crime scene after he’d asked a few questions and scribbled in a palm-sized notebook. “You got no idea what people do. Grab a brew from the fridge. Make a friggin’ sandwich. Even take a dump in the toilet.” Belle flashed him an evil look, and Dilshad gave a laboured sigh. On this Indian summer morning, fast warming up, they sat protected from wind, but Belle shivered more from the dissolution of an adrenal rush. Buffalo was ready to collect a trophy for consecutive barks.


  A mere matter of course, the ambulance was dismissed, and everyone waited for a team of detectives to arrive.


  “How long will we have to stay? I have appointments I can’t cancel,” Dan asked, mopping sweat from his freckled brow. His wife had taken out a PDA and seemed to be checking her email.


  Belle shrugged and shook her head. In a perverse way, she felt responsible for this disaster, and the sale was certainly as dead as...the talented and sensitive woman who lay upstairs. A jolly baker en route to a cold tray at the morgue. Was this a third serial killing?


  Disappointed that Steve hadn’t caught the case, but not surprised, since the department had over a dozen ranking operatives, she and the Nortons gave their statements to Detective Milt Burns. A bean pole with a shock of taffy hair, in his late thirties, thorough and professional, he seemed especially interested in the time frame. As they were leaving, a coppertone SUV pulled into the yard, and in her mirror she saw an athletic man jump out and sprint towards the house. Probably Dave Malanuk. What would it be like to return from a trip to find your wife dead from a violent attack, perhaps including a rape?


  On the solemn procession back to the office, Dan’s chain-smoking led Belle to hit the climate-control feature. The lump in her throat didn’t prevent her from remembering her primary mission when they pulled into the lot. “Long Lake isn’t far from the Four Corners. I have a colonial listed on—” she began as they climbed into their Mercedes, but they shut their solid German doors decisively. Even with this fiasco, she hoped they hadn’t changed their minds about relocating. Thirty per cent of the population had no general practitioner, and specialists were rare as a January thaw.


  When she entered the office, Miriam leaped up in congratulations, then did a double take at her stony face and drooping shoulders. “You’re a real sunshine pump. What happened? They seemed perfect.”


  Belle sank into a chair as Freya came up for a pat, stretching and yawning. “I found Bea dead.” The details arrived with no holds barred. Miriam was a tough bird.


  Her friend took off her bifocals and rubbed the bridge of her Roman nose. “How are you going to tell Hélène and Ed?”


  No phone call could substitute for human contact when bad news was concerned. Perhaps Dave had already relayed the news. Even so, she owed her best friends an appearance. On the way home, Belle thought of everything but her sad duty. She passed through the small suburb of Garson, ordering a large coffee to go at the Tim’s drive-through, then casting an eye down a side street to the windows of Rainbow Country Nursing Home, where her father lived. The way the day had gone, she half-expected an ambulance to be pulling away, carrying him to his last game show. Tomorrow was Tuesday, their lunch date, and while she often made extra stops to deliver an ice cream sundae or walk him down the hall, this wasn’t the time.


  As she drove towards Radar Road, she passed the steaming exhaust blower which ventilated one of countless shafts reaching deep into the bedrock. Occasional dynamite blasts reminded civilians that if all the drifts which honeycombed the region were laid in a straight line, a person could drive from Sudbury to Vancouver. Cutting-edge technology continued to extract more and more ore from the generous meteor that had formed the enormous seventeen-by-thirty-seven-mile elliptical basin nearly two billion years ago.


  Half an hour later, as the sun weakened in the western sky, casting glints through the poplars, maples and birch overhanging her road, the first pure crimson leaf in the canopy of green struck her like a gunshot. This blow signalled the beginning of autumn, which normally she greeted with expectation. September, free of bugs and full of show, was the most beautiful month of the year. Now it was a metaphor for Bea’s death, and the difference was that the cherished mother and wife would not return like Persephone in the spring. She parked at the DesRosiers’, leaving Freya in the van. A reluctant messenger, she needed to steel herself. As minutes passed, all the vacuous phrases chattered in her mind like parrots. “Sorry for your loss.” “Gone to a better place.” Even “only the good die young.” She didn’t envy Steve his former job ringing doorbells after gruesome traffic accidents.


  “Knock, knock,” she called, then opened the door in their casual fashion. Hélène was ensconced in a leather recliner, snug in the Norwegian sweater Belle had given her for Christmas. In the open-concept kitchen, Ed wore an Old-Fart-On-Duty apron over his sweatpants and was peeking into the oven. Savory tomato aromas filled the house. She felt strangely hungry for the first time all day, perhaps a response to the survival instinct...or the absence of breakfast and lunch. That coffee was churning acid in her nether regions. So Dave hadn’t paved the way. She could hardly blame him. Micro would be his first concern.


  Hélène put down a magazine and snickered. “Ladies’ night off. It’s only been forty years. I’m finally breaking Ed in. He cannot ruin M&M cabbage rolls. Posilutely not, as my grandson says.”


  They’d never ask her why she had arrived unannounced shortly before dinner time. With the camaraderie on the road, it might be to borrow dog kibble or ask for a battery boost.


  Ed winked and mimed a beer at Belle, who nodded. Opening the fridge, he retrieved a bottle of light beer, twisted the cap, and handed it to her as she took off her jacket.


  Hélène cleared her throat. “No glass, Ed? This isn’t an ice hut.”


  Sitting on the sofa, Belle took a deep swallow, wondering if they could hear the drum beating in her chest. “It’s fine. I’m a minimalist.”


  As Ed headed back to the kitchen, Hélène grinned at Belle. “You always said that ‘Kept a sparkling house’ wasn’t what you wanted on your tombstone and that at your place, dog hair was a condiment.” She rocked back with laughter, then touched Belle’s knee. “You are staying, then? I have some rye from the breadmaker.”


  Liquid rye would have been her choice. Belle finished her beer in three nervous gulps and leaned forward, her stomach lurching. How she dreaded casting pain and sorrow across her friend’s relaxed and innocent brow. She stared out their wall of windows to the lake, where a sailboat headed for harbour, its white sides lashed with spray as it parted the bruised waves. She bit her lip until it hurt, then turned to Hélène and opened her mouth, but no words came. Suddenly she had the urge to burp and took off for the bathroom, closing the door and turning on the taps before she knelt at the toilet like a college freshman after a binge, its chemically-charged bowl green and deep. Normally she enjoyed the apple pie aroma of the three-wick dish candle on the shelf, but now it increased her nausea.


  When she returned, Hélène gave her a curious look but was too polite to comment. She passed Belle a Chatelaine. “Take this home. Great article about snowshoeing. You could have written it. Now there’s easy money.”


  Belle held out her hand, but Hélène lowered the magazine. “You’re shaking. What’s wrong? Low blood sugar? Did you skip lunch?”


  Get the words out. Like the headline of an ad. Details to come. “I have bad news. It’s about Bea.”


  Hélène’s mouth pursed in disappointment as she picked up a glass of red wine from the side table. “Darn. She decided not to sell? I knew she wouldn’t leave that wonderful old house. And that reminds me. It’s her birthday Saturday, and I haven’t—”


  Belle took a deep breath and plunged on. Swift strokes were kinder than a death of a thousand cuts. “Bea’s dead. I found her upstairs when I took clients over.”


  Hélène’s glass shattered, its contents pooling like rubies on the creamy tilework Ed had laid on the woodstove platform. “My God. Was it her heart? I gave her that low-cholesterol cookbook last Christmas...oh, why didn’t she—”


  “It was murder.” She sat back on the couch, felt its cushions enfold her. “Like the others, it seems. She didn’t live alone. Who would have thought?”


  Hélène buried her head in her hands. Belle gently touched her shuddering back. A competent and resourceful woman, suddenly her friend seemed older and more vulnerable.


  “Ed,” she called, “Hélène needs you.”


  “What’s the matter, girl?” he asked as he came over, searching Belle’s face for answers. Then Hélène stood and embraced her husband.


  Belle related the news in the briefest possible fashion, omitting the graphic particulars. “Thank God Micro wasn’t there,” Hélène said, calming as the minutes passed, and the steel in her backbone stiffened. Her eyes were red and puffy, but she turned to the task at hand with no hesitation. “I’m calling Dave first, then everyone else. The shock of it all. He has no other family but us. His parents died years ago, and he was an only child. Like Bea.”


  While Hélène went to get her address book, with paper towels, Belle cleaned up the spilled wine. One chipped tile, a reminder that nothing is permanent. She cut her finger on a shard of glass and went off to find a bandage in their medicine cabinet. Kid style. With hearts. She wondered if this horror would bond the boy to his stepfather as they grieved together and started a new life.


  As Hélène dialled numbers, a box of Kleenex at her side, with no more words for sorrow, Ed passed Belle a Tupperware package of cabbage rolls and a hunk of warm rye bread. She drove slowly down the long dark road, determined to use her friendship with Steve to provide her friends with answers to this tragedy. First thing in the morning, he’d find her message on his answering machine at the department.


  SIX


  Lunch day with Father found Belle at Bobby’s Place, a Garson institution, which changed names as each brave owner tried to scratch a living from a limited custom in the tiny suburb. Their hot-beef-sandwich platters gave the waitresses chronic lumbago, and they made a tasty back-bacon sandwich on a ciabatta bun laced with honey mustard. Since his near-death choking experience, George Palmer was limited to a special order of minced chicken with mashed potatoes, gravy and peas. “No charge this time,” said the young owner, a muscular blond with a huge, gleaming set of teeth as pearly as his apron. “I like the way you take care of your dad.” She had a hard time believing the local gossip that Bobby had a rape charge pending, except that his front window kept getting smashed. Bobby was the nicest guy, and not all women were trustworthy. Perhaps some spurned girlfriend had decided to take revenge.


  After picking up the meal, she drove the few blocks to Rainbow Country Nursing Home, its former bachelor apartments converted for an aging population. Class-conscious perfectionists found it worn at the edges, but unlike the institutional high rises that catered to townfolk warehousing Oma and Opa, the compact facility had only sixty seniors and matchless personal care. Along with most developed countries, Canada faced a geriatric crisis in the next few decades. With perfect timing, she’d whisked him back from his retirement home in Florida when his cognitive abilities failed a few years ago. He was cruising into his late eighties with the gusto that had served his long-lived ancestors. Cherie greeted her at the nurses’ station. Belle knew every staff member, from the kitchen team to the laundry workers and handymen. “Six pieces of toast for him today. Extra marmalade. What an eating machine.”


  “Every meal my mother ever served him was the ‘best ever.’ ” She presented a box of Laura Secord miniatures to the smiling nurse. Their daily acts of kindness to her father were beyond price.


  With a quick stop in the kitchen for bib, serviettes and cutlery, balancing her boxes down the long hall, railings on each side, Belle entered her father’s private room, his door decorated with craftwork using gold-painted pasta pieces. She nearly tripped as a plump bichon frisé wove through her legs on his way out. Puffball, the activity director’s dog, an irresistible food hound who knew the best places to panhandle.


  The new paint and easy-care linoleum provided some cheer, along with the Blue Jays curtains she’d bought. He sat fixated on the blaring television, hands clasped on the lap table of his gerry chair. Up until his breakdown, he’d been a great walker. Three miles with their dachshund Lucky every glorious Florida morning. At Rainbow Country, he’d fallen a few times, the dizziness of age, not Alzheimer’s, a future dread. Since seniors ran a risk of broken bones, his chair had become his jailer.


  She put down the boxes and turned the TV to normal. “Hello, old man,” she said with a grin. “Your usual plus apple pie.”


  “No cherry like your mother’s?”


  The man knew what he liked and liked what he knew. “The Berlin air lift was fogged in. Next week for sure.”


  His broad mouth wreathed a smile. Clean-shaven, baby-pink cheeks, but perhaps not always by noon, though the staff worked like carthorses. As in all health-care areas, the sad truth was that a person needed an advocate who visited regularly. “A la mode?”


  “A la everything. Your French is très bon!” The first word he’d learned in his new home was “sables” from the box of shortbread. They’d shopped for snacks each week when he could still walk, and he picked out apples, bananas and Mars bars, seven of each.


  “Your mother was half-French. Remember what my family said when I told them we were getting married?”


  She nodded, attaching his bib and opening the boxes. “Everything was hunky-dory because she was Anglican.” Toronto, Belle’s birthplace, had never been a French enclave. On the other hand, Francophones made the largest ethnic group in Sudbury, the generic “English” in second place, followed by Italians, Germans, Ukrainians, Scandinavians, native peoples and a sprinkling of latecomers from the Middle East, Far East and Africa. No melting pot, but a multicultural mosaic.


  The news was broadcasting an update on the murders. A pizza delivery man had been brought in for questioning. As earnest civic faces filled the screen with promises to make the city safe for women, she nibbled at her tender sandwich, taking an occasional swig of chocolate milk. Her father ate at a rapid rate, and she gave him verbal prods to stop and drink water. That choking incident had left him an inch short of joining her mother’s ashes in the closet.


  “Hey, what’s going on here? Another woman dead? I left my sanctuary in Port Charlotte for this and blizzards, too?” His voice rose, but the twinkle in his cornflower blue eyes spelled humour.


  With an assurance that any crime perked up his brain cells, she said, “She was my client in a house sale. I found her...body.”


  He gave his leonine head a shake, the thick white hair parted neatly. “Houses. Harold’s business. But didn’t you also...” Then he stopped, unsure of his memory. Sometimes D-Day was fresher to him than the morning’s menu.


  “It’s possible that the same person killed all three women.”


  “A serial killer? Surely not in Canada.”


  “We’re catching up fast. Bernardo and Homolka, now the pig farmer in B.C.” As many as seventy prostitutes who had vanished from the Vancouver netherworld over the last twenty years had found ugly graves. Bereaved families were outraged that reports of their missing loved ones had gone into File Zed, merely because they had been street people and not debutantes. She got up to mash the pie and ice cream into mush.


  Her father followed her motions and began tapping his watch, his woolly eyebrows contracting, as if he could will the hands to move faster. “Where’s that dessert?”


  She put the box on the lap table. “It’s very sad. A lovely woman. She looked like Marie Dressler in the Sennett comedies.” From the time she’d been able to toddle around Toronto, she and her father had spent two evenings a week in a private screening room at Odeon Pictures. As a booker, it was his job to slot each film according to the local preference. The boondocks of Owen Sound didn’t have the same tastes as Rosedale.


  “What a puss on that one. Last in the Canadian Three-Peat for the Oscar. 1931.” He smacked his lips as he savaged the pie.


  She sorted her mental files. So many rainy days in her youth she’d sat on the sofa and paged through Daniel Blum’s pictorial histories of films. “Marie won for Min and Bill with Wallace Beery.”


  “Mary Pickford was first in 1929 for Coquette. Canada’s sweetheart. Played a teenager at thirty-seven. She was born where the Hospital for Sick Kids stands. Then Norma Shearer, a Westmount beauty. Your mother always said she had a cast in her eye, whatever that meant.”


  Belle rocked and rolled into their repartee, striking a vamp pose. “Divorcee. Very risqué, since she was trying to hide her pregnancy.”


  Of the three women, Belle had a special fondness for gruff old Marie with the bulldog face and a body like a bag of fighting Dinky toys. One of the greatest directors of women, George Cukor capitalized on the beauty-and-beast theme in Dinner at Eight. Blonde bombshell Jean Harlow was talking about reading “a nutty kind of a book,” adding with wide eyes and raised, pencil-thin brows, “The guy said that machines are going to take the place of every profession.” Doing a stage-trouper double take, Marie scanned Harlow’s silvery cling-wrapped body, platinum hair, and shook her jowls, “Oh, my dear, that’s something you’ll never have to worry about.”


  “Got a problem.” Her father patted his pockets and looked around in annoyance. “Maybe you can find my gol-durn wallet.”


  She smiled, thought a minute as she scanned the room, then bent and reached into the elastic of his sweat pants for a suspicious bulge over the ankle. “Here you are. We’ve got to get that pocket sewn up.”


  He opened it, no credit cards, no identification or money, only a picture of her with her mother. Poignant proof of time, the identity thief. “Miracle Worker!”


  She mock-punched his arm. “Patty Duke and Anne Bancroft.”


  As she turned to leave, an old ebony man with a walker shuffled into the room. His short hair was curly white, and his dapper moustache reminded her of Cab Calloway. He wore suit pants, a white shirt, tie and a vest. “George,” he said, “come on down and join our rummy game.” He introduced himself as Henry Morgan, a retired miner.


  Belle knew that her father didn’t like to leave his room, but this might be a chance for a short stroll and healthy socialization. “We’ll walk, and Henry can get a wheelchair for your return. Okay? Bet you win the pot. Think of the chocolate bars.” She knew he’d never cooperate with anyone else.


  Always eager to please her, his greatest asset, George agreed, and she took the tray off his chair, made certain of his slippers, and hoisted him, one arm around his shoulders, once so strong and muscular. The effort was costing him, his breathing heavy, but he rattled on. “Told Henry here that my grandfather went down and fought to free his people in the Civil War.”


  Henry nodded as if he had heard the story 1002 times, and Belle sent apologies through her eyes. She’d seen the tombstone in Prospect Cemetery in Toronto and had always wondered what prompted Reuben Palmer to join the 22nd New York Cavalry. Wounded in the heel, spawning a family joke about his direction, eventually he predeceased his wife, leaving her with a U.S. service pension.


  Driving home from work later, she realized that she’d managed to forget about Bea for a moment. What about this delivery man? No leads all this time, and then suddenly... She supposed that the police worked methodically, careful not to rush to judgement and jeopardize the case, bringing charges only when a conviction was likely. The law was like a tapestry, messy behind, but when everything worked, sheer artistry on the other side. Certainly Micro and Dave deserved to have this tragedy put to rest as fast as possible. She pulled out to pass a double slurry truck and winced as a piece of gravel bounced off her windshield. Auto-glass companies did big business in the Nickel Capital.


  Turning into her drive at last at the Parliament of Owls sign with her totems, the furious brown Horny and the mild white Corny with their marble eyes, she noticed the long grass on the septic bed. Once more into the lawnmower breach, fall or no fall. As she exited the car too quickly, she felt a slight twinge of back pain. Since wrenching it last year, she’d been more judicious about overextending herself.


  On her answering machine, she found a dinner invitation from Hélène and put the box of Kraft Dinner back into her former Millennium supply closet, now used for hydro outages. In full recovery mode, her friend sounded cheerful and animated. Ed didn’t wear his emotions on his sleeve, but the old bear was as solid as her rockwall.


  She changed into jeans and a light blue denim shirt, collected Freya and hiked down the road for long-overdue exercise. The fall wildflowers were staging a brave show. Pale lilac asters nodded acquaintance, and downy fluffs of fireweed lifted into the wind, triggering Freya’s prey drive. Two kinds of goldenrod captured Belle’s eye, one with a simple plume and one elm-branched. Over thirty varieties, according to her Peterson guide. She was tempted to pick a few pearly everlastings to make a dried bunch, but stopped as the season’s final tent caterpillar, Born-too-Late, inched across the road. “Gotcha!” She mashed it without remorse, as did most people. The birches, aspens and poplars had barely recovered from the last infestation.


  At their gate, she saw Rusty barking and running in the yard as a small boy tossed a tennis ball for the eager dog. Primed for a game, Freya streaked in to snatch the throw from Rusty’s chubby efforts. The boy stepped back, raising his hands, assessing the eighty-pound shepherd. Then he knelt and let Freya lick his face while he scratched her ears. His café au lait face, with fine features and long lashes, was serious, but his eye contact with the dog was as sweet as the ice wine Belle reserved for special guests.


  “Hi,” Belle said, giving Rusty a pat so that she didn’t feel left out. “Are you Mich—”


  “Micro,” he said as he rose, head proud and spine straight, a defensive cast to his jaw. She could swear he stood on tiptoe in his red basketball shoes. He wore baggy jeans with carpenter’s loops and a Sudbury Wolves sweatshirt. The jeans sagged so much that in another inch his bum top would appear. Kids and clothes. Pass the Xanax. Make that a double.


  She introduced herself and was pleased that he shook her hand firmly. Climbing to the porch, she noticed an upscale Santa Cruz mountain bike with sleek lines and a hi-tech alloy frame leaning against the steps. Inside the foyer, she slipped off her shoes, precise Canadian behaviour that would make a good clue in a murder case. Was that all she could think about? But seeing Micro, with his mother’s wide green eyes, made the poignant connection. She remembered the picture of his father with the same diminutive build.


  Belle helped Hélène set the table. “He’s cute. Polite, too,” she said, pointing outside. “How’s he taking his mom’s loss?”


  Hélène made a gesture of disbelief with her hands. “I’ve never seen him cry. It’s as if he’s acting in a play, like it’s not real. First his father and sister. Now this. Too much for one boy.”


  “Is he staying with you?”


  “Dave and I thought it was a good idea, so he dropped off Micro yesterday. Dave will be travelling in the Maritimes for the next few weeks. Commitments he couldn’t cancel. The boy needs a woman’s touch, he said.” Her lip trembled, but she firmed her mouth and turned to reach for a pot bubbling on the stove. “Staying around that place with a housekeeper might give him nightmares. He brought his school books, clothes and some computer games.”


  “Getting along okay, then...all things considered?”


  “Too soon to say, but he’ll probably get pretty bored. No young people down this end of the road. There’s a computer in the spare room where he bunks. He likes some kind of Internet role-playing game.” She smiled softly. “It’s different raising a child these days. I keep telling him to pull up those pants. Honestly.”


  “I’ve got a few computer games he could play, and on my hikes, he’s welcome. If you need a break, give me a call.”


  As the boy came in, Hélène asked him to wash his hands, and with a muttered “Sheesh,” he ambled down the hall. His aunt lowered her voice. “He resented Dave from the get-go, though the poor man tried his best. The computer he bought Micro cost the earth, not to mention the bike. Six years alone with Bea had made him the man of the house.”


  “Sounds normal. Dave and Bea were married for only...”


  “Less than a year. But by now you’d think...” She broke off her conversation to remind a returning Micro to pour himself a milk.


  They sat down to Hélène’s redoubtable pot roast, simmered in Chianti. Bowls of garlic mashed potatoes, then a succulent mixture of roasted root vegetables from the garden, including a sweet parsnip, arrived from the grill outside. Belle noticed that Micro helped himself to large portions of everything but meat, even the rutabaga, a preposterous but nourishing turnip which had likely been the mainstay of her forebears in 1845 Bowmanville.


  After assuring herself that everyone had mounded plates, Hélène said grace. Then she cleared her throat. “Micro’s a...what is it, dear?”


  He forked up the potatoes. “A vegan, Aunt Hélène.”


  Another side to this intriguing boy. Belle asked, “Lacto, ovo, what kind?”


  “I’m breaking myself in, but fish, eggs and milk products are okay.” His intelligent eyes fixed on her. “Kids need calcium. But as for meat, have you read Fast Food Nation? Do you realize that...”


  As her throat constricted, he named perils of undercooked or suspect flesh, including CJD, cancer in chickens and e-coli. Finally Ed tapped the boy’s plate with his knife and grunted. “You’re putting me off my meal, sonnie, and that’s a no-no in this house. At my age, I don’t have many pleasures as reliable as my wife’s fine cooking.”


  Hélène frowned at the mixed message, but Belle found herself warming to the boy as talk turned to the Jays’ resigning of a twenty-two-game winner, the only bright spot in a .500 season. “They won the Series? Unreal,” Micro said. “Gotta be before I was born. Bet my Dad saw it, though.” No question who Dad was.


  An awkward silence seemed to hang in the air until Hélène added, “Micro designs websites for his friends, but he can’t do that from here. Our computer is Stone Age.”


  Belle flashed him an inviting smile. “If you’re going to be around this weekend, would you like to earn some bucks? I could use a hand mowing the lawn.”


  He cocked his head. “Min wage?”


  “I vote NDP. Much more generous to labour. Ten an hour sound good?” She extended a hand to seal the bargain.


  The following afternoon, though she had met Bea only once, as a courtesy, Belle felt compelled to attend the viewing. Civilities weren’t bad for business either. No telling whom she’d meet. A pale grey pantsuit with a cobalt open-necked shirt and low-cut black boots seemed formal enough. With a rare nod to jewellery, she added a silver bracelet and matching leaf pin.


  One of the flagship Sudbury parlours, burying miners and their kin for over a hundred years, Johnson and Poniard was often dubbed Johnson’s Boneyard. It had been taken over by the Halverson chain, but the new owners had kept the original name. Tradition was important in a town with a short history.


  The yellow-brick complex sat in an older section of town off Regent Street, where many marginal businesses such as small-appliance and shoe-repair shops clung to life. Other stores with newspapered windows testified to the dominance of suburban malls. The brilliant late chrysanthemums in the flower beds around the parking lot weathered the light frosts but reminded Belle that fall would soon freeze the ground and prevent bulb planting. Micro’s help would arrive none too soon.


  She’d chosen four o’clock, with the idea of disappearing for home soon after. As she left the van, she saw a tall woman with dark red curly hair leaning against a late-model Oldsmobile, a large white poodle in the front seat, its handsome head peering through the open window. She wore a faux-fur ocelot coat with a bright silk scarf. Her shoulders shook in great sobs, and her purse fell to the asphalt. “Are you all right?” Belle asked, stooping to hand her the bag.


  The woman dabbed a tissue at her eyes, smearing the running mascara. She had a heart-shaped face, olive complexion and a long noble nose, which Belle appreciated. With genetic planning and cosmetic surgery, soon everyone would look like Britney Spears or Christina Aguilera. “I will be, I guess. Once I get through this. I hate viewings and funerals. Call me in denial, but I’d rather remember people alive.”


  “I know what you mean. These rituals aren’t for the loved one, are they?”


  “Bea was so young. I can’t believe what happened. In her own house. Tomorrow I’ll walk into that bakery, and she won’t...” Her voice trailed off, and she gripped her arms in an effort at composure.


  “I’m here for her viewing, too.” Belle introduced herself and found that she was talking to Leonora Bruce, Bea’s business partner. “What’s your dog’s name?”


  “Windsor. Even as a puppy he had such a regal look.”


  Belle stroked the expressive, aquiline nose as the poodle batted its eyes at her. Was it true that people came to resemble their pets? “My friend has a mini. A hyper squirrel. Cute doesn’t cut it with me. I much prefer this serious standard poodle.”


  “They’re even used as guide dogs, so that’s a real testimony.” Her spine straightened, and she managed a feeble smile as she reached into the car for two bakery boxes. “It’s crostoli and frotoli. I made them special. A touch of brandy. They were her favourites.”


  They walked in together, but Leonora went to the ladies’ room to refresh her makeup. Leaving her coat with an attendant, Belle looked at the options board, like selecting a movie. Beatrice Malanuk: Continental Room. Almost like a Vegas show.


  Down the thickly carpeted hall she proceeded, following discreet brass signs and listening to faint strains of Delius’s Florida Suite, an inoffensive, almost spritely choice. Did funeral directors take a music course? Hard-rock miner Jack MacDonald, Miriam’s ex, would have requested “Prop Me Up Beside the Jukebox When I Die.”


  Two women in their thirties, both wearing dark blue dresses, passed her coming out, and she heard one say, “That panettone of hers was a miracle. I hope the next owner maintains the standards.” Who would take over the bakery? Would Dave step in?


  Belle reached the Continental Room with her heart beating double time. No matter how often she experienced these rites of passage, she couldn’t grow a protective shell. Fortunately, Myron Halverson and his siblings had found their groove in meeting the needs of sorrowing families. Like selling a house on Landsend Street overlooking the mountainous slag pours, someone had to do it. She’d heard Myron speak on the CBC about the psychology of bereavement. His was a sincere and professional calling.


  She stood for a moment at the entrance, picking up a memorial card from a table. The front pictured an angel with hands clasped: “Sadly Missed and Always Remembered.” Inside was a picture of Bea’s smiling face, perhaps cropped from a family photo. Belle thought about the gruesome duty of choosing the image. Uncle Bert at eighty-five had been replaced by his army picture in the Princess Pat’s Regiment. Bea’s family history was recorded on the facing page, all those predeceased names like a welcoming committee, parents, grandparents, husband and daughter.


  She signed the guestbook, leafing through the gilded pages, amazed to note more than two hundred names. Bea was a fixture in the community, and with his high profile, Dave had many friends who would wish to offer their sympathies. Thirty people milled around, chatting quietly in small groups. On one side of the room, a huge buffet table held silver dishes pyramided with an array of pastries and a beverage selection, wine included. Trust the Italians to bend the rules. Her gaze moving forward a step at a time, Belle was wrapped in a cloud of roses. Long-stemmed and gorgeous, they sat in crystal vases on French provincial side tables and in four-foot sprays on racks. Pink, red and white. No yellow. Wasn’t that for infidelity in the quaint language of flowers? She saw Leonora, apparently recovered, embrace a man, whose broad back was turned. They seemed to cling to each other for a moment more than necessary. He went on to shake hands with a young couple, both in jeans and jackets. Perhaps workers from the bakery.


  Micro wasn’t there. Perhaps he had come at the beginning for appearances, but she appreciated Dave’s forbearance against letting a young boy endure hours of heartbreaking drama. At one side of the long room, seated in Jacobean armchairs, two men with short hair and dark, nondescript suits talked briefly, and one of them slipped a notebook from his pocket, glancing around for a second as he wrote. Both looked like detectives that she’d met through Steve. They’d be at the funeral in case the killer wanted to observe the reaction to his sorry work. Did that ever happen, or was it a television cliché? Then she glimpsed an old German couple who had made tentative noises about selling their camp a few years ago but had decided to hold on to enjoy one more summer, then another and another. The magic age of eighty closed the door. The woman used a walker, and he looked none too starchy, setting his legs awkwardly as if he suffered a pinched nerve in his bowed back.


  She headed in their direction when a deep, rich voice claimed her attention. Jack Palance, wearing a charcoal suit and a ruby rose in his lapel, twenty years younger than his Oscar-winning role as Curly in the City Slickers films. She pasted on a smile and chastized herself for this silly game.


  “I’m Dave Malanuk. Thanks for coming,” he said.


  So this was the man Bea had loved. Belle accepted his hand, which he squeezed gently, then added his other for an especially sincere touch. The fingers bore keloid scar tissue, and she looked up quickly, feeling gauche about telegraphing her thoughts. “Belle Palmer. I was...” Her syllables stuttered. It wasn’t often that you introduced yourself as a corpse finder.


  He swallowed heavily and firmed his sharp jaw in an effort to continue. “I heard. How terrible for you. You must have been leaving when I arrived. I saw the police car and thought that we’d had a robbery. That house has been so unlucky for Bea. And now...” He broke off with a cough and lowered his head.


  Looking at the spring-green carpet, Belle felt like patting his back or touching his arm, but that seemed too personal for people who had just met, no matter how many intimate details she had learned from the DesRosiers. How amazing that people rose to the occasion with such different coping mechanisms. At her neighbour’s funeral, the family had cracked jokes and laughed uproariously as the beer kegs emptied. What else could you do when your mother had dropped dead at forty-five from a wasp sting at a backyard picnic just as she cut her own birthday cake? And as for Belle’s mother, not long in Florida and far from friends and relatives, she’d had no funeral. George Palmer had attended a service at the hospital celebrating the lives of those who had died that year. Not very personal but enough closure for him.


  In the neighbourhood of fifty, Dave had high cheekbones, a thin mouth with even white teeth, and thick, iron-grey hair. His skin, browned and leathery, seemed stretched too taut across his wide brow, lines etched on his face in irregular fashion. His mica-chip eyes were deep-set and penetrating. Was this an example of the French term “joli laid”? Malanuk, a Polish or Russian background? Jack Palance had been Vladimir Palanuik, mellowed nicely since his early days as Jack the Ripper, Attila the Hun and supporting roles in countless spaghetti westerns.


  Suddenly, she noticed the silence. He bent his head to catch her eye. “This must be upsetting for you. How about some water, a coffee? Or a glass of wine?”


  She smiled, ashamed that she was supposed to be here to comfort him, not be waited on. “Sorry. Just a bit preoccupied.” Fundraising was an odd job for such a virile man. She pictured him on a bold stallion, galloping across the steppes.


  “Would you like to see Bea?” he asked, offering his arm as escort as if it were a pleasant invitation to a waltz. Belle had nearly forgotten why she’d come; too many preliminaries before the main event.


  “Of course.” Walking at a dirge-like pace, at last she reached the far end of the room where on a dias with three velveteen steps, she encountered a coffin as large as PEI. In gleaming red mahogany, it seemed to expand as they walked, a ship of state preparing to weigh anchor and cast off for the Seven Seas. The rose motif continued in arrays of baby pinks and ferns at the base and wreaths on stands behind. The air was thick, almost cloying. Belle sneezed.


  “Sorry,” she said, and accepted his linen handkerchief, wiping discreetly, wondering whether to return it now or after laundering, her hand wavering. With an easy motion, he settled the matter by retrieving it.


  Bea lay enveloped in billowy folds of pink satin, the lower part of the casket dividing her waist like a burnished wooden duvet. Her square face, a pleased smile at the corners, wore light lipstick and discreet complementary eye shadow. Belle blinked twice at the baker’s hat which covered most of her light brown hair. Over a silk gown, she wore an apron with a host of buzzing bees. How well Myron’s magic had concealed the neck bruises. Clasped in one large, talented hand was a rosary. In the other, a long marble rolling pin. Suddenly, Belle was glad she had come. This vision was what she would prefer to remember when she thought of Bea. Two perfect red roses lay on her chest, with accompanying notes in envelopes, an adult’s handwriting to “My darling Bea” and a child’s to “Mom.” Letters to beyond the grave. She was glad that she had sent hers a few months before her mother died, telling her all the good things she remembered and honouring her with a poem. Some might find the gesture treacly, but her mother had photocopied the letter and sent it to her friends.


  Dave placed a palm on the shiny casket, then turned to Belle with wonderment. “Bea was such a comic. She’d been to so many grand Italian funerals. She told me she wanted to enter heaven as a baker, like she’d been all her life.”


  “Alice blue. I wore that colour at my senior semi-formal.” Hardly the time for a fashion statement, but his loving expression didn’t change.


  “Her favourite colour and her favourite flower. I courted her with roses.” He gave a rueful laugh. “Thought I would go broke before she accepted me. I was such a regular at Helvi’s that they had the order ready every Saturday at five sharp.”


  Dave’s method of coping seemed to involve time-tripping, revisiting the happy past. Why not, if it worked? Her mother had been so far away when she became ill. After the grueling operation, during the chemo, Belle would call faithfully every Sunday, hearing her grow weaker and weaker. “Do you want me to come down?” she’d ask. Her mother would say no. Had she been saving Belle from sad memories? One day at home, she’d developed a raging infection and was gone in hours.


  Time for the obligatory comment, the hardest but merciful final act of the play. “She looks...” Belle thought of the buffet table, her last feast. Good enough to eat? She almost expected the soft, warm eyes to snap open, Bea to climb laughing from her coffin and pass the sweets. “...lovely.”


  SEVEN


  That Saturday at eight, Micro came streaking down the road on his mountain bike, panniers flying, Rusty ten feet behind with her tongue lolling. Belle was glad to see that Hélène had coaxed him into a pair of shorts instead of the baggy jeans. Fine for “hanging” in the mall, but a tripfest waiting to happen.


  She led him to the boathouse, where she humped out the lawnmower and a five-gallon red plastic jerry can, spout attached. “It’s all ready, but you’ll probably have to refill the gas once. Don’t spill anything on yourself, and for God’s sake, watch the rocks. That blade has as many gravel dings as my van.”


  He listened alertly, examining the controls with intelligent dexterity. “And the turtle and the rabbit on the side?”


  “Choose your speed. It’s self-propelled. With a deadman feature.” Wincing at another death reference, she demonstrated how the motor disengaged when the handle was released. As she pointed around the yard, she explained the areas which needed cutting and cautioned him against trying to muscle the machine as a weed whipper at the rough edges, a sin of her benighted youth which had contributed to her back problem.


  He was barely able to see over the handles, but his strong arms and legs carried him off. Boyz ’n men ’n machines. She headed into the house to read her e-mail.


  Three hours later, Belle observed his progress. Micro had done a super job and earned the right to use her precious carbon-steel secateurs to prune the red osier bushes and maple saplings encroaching her property. She watched him wheelbarrow the debris neatly to the burn pile by the lake. This children deal had advantages. Then she thought about cellphones, cars, college, birth control...an increasingly disturbing order.


  Belle spaded up her triangular flower bed by the road and planted sixty bulk tulips from Canadian Tire, a bit of life for the end of May when the last snowpack surrendered. The frozen lake delayed spring just as the warmer waters coaxed fall to linger a few more weeks. She trimmed the hydrangea and cut the monkshood and peonies back to ground level. By the house, tiger lilies with their lush foliage had taken over, so she let them. Freya was enjoying her play date with Rusty, chasing circles around the yard. Above in the cedars, a stunted northern red squirrel scolded them for disturbing his cone harvest.


  At high noon, she paid Micro with crisp twenties, which he slipped into a zipped pocket. Hélène had said he was bored. Perhaps she could give him a tour of the bush. “If you don’t have plans for this afternoon, how about a picnic in the woods? There’s a big swamp I call Surprise Lake. We’ll take the dogs.” She nodded towards the house. “You can call your aunt.”


  He shrugged, but she saw a glint of interest in the town boy’s neat, sharp eyebrows. A hike might beat watching Hélène cook and listening to Ed snore with a background of the Blue Hawaii album on their ancient stereo, but could she compete with computer graphics? “Sounds okay,” he said.


  Not much later, they were on the trail behind her house, its entrance hidden from quads by drooping willows. How many footfalls had it taken to impress herself into the thin soil which covered the Cambrian rocks like an icing layer? Micro insisted on carrying the daypack with their cheese sandwiches, Smartfood popcorn, water bottles and dog biscuits. Slowly they climbed into the boreal forest, their path levelling out across a ridge. Freya stopped at an object at eye level in a fir tree, and Rusty whined. Micro followed their gaze and jumped back.


  “Is that a real head? Creepy. Is it rotten?” His button nose twitched.


  “Very old and very dry.” Belle laughed. “I call him the Deer Prince.”


  Micro’s eyes widened, and his mouth opened to reveal small white teeth. “Somebody shot it and left it? Gross.”


  “I found it fifty feet off the path when I was bushwhacking. Must have been lying there for years. Two horns have been sawn off. I think it’s required for the Ministry.” She gazed in endearment at the Prince, his eyes hollow, his hair thinning, and stroked his white bone nose. “I couldn’t leave him dumped and lonely. His spirit belongs in a prominent place.”


  Micro’s voice mellowed, and he took a baby step forward, hand extended as if expecting an electric shock. Then with growing confidence, he rubbed the antlers. “I was scared at first, but now I see what you mean. Wait till I tell my friend Chris.”


  As they walked, Belle chastized herself. Why did she have to run on at the mouth without thinking? Like Prospero at the end of The Tempest, her every third thought seemed to involve a grave or other sepulchral symbol. Micro’s last image of his mother had been in her casket, and here she was introducing him to her personal cadaver.


  At the next brook, they took a break so that the dogs could slurp the peaty water. “That fellow’s at least three hundred years old,” she said, gauging the girth of a grandfather yellow birch. “Long before anyone...any settlers came. Of course, there were aboriginals here. On canoe trips I’ve seen their pictographs, painted symbols, on rocks over by Lake Matagamasi.”


  He picked at the balsam pitch leaking from a fir tree. “Awesome. I saw a big tepee at Shield University. Some guys were drumming and everything.”


  She laughed and picked up a heavy sheet of sloughed birch as Freya tossed a smaller round from a rotted log, catching it in her mouth to tempt Rusty. “You’re thinking about plains people out west. Tepees aren’t practical in our heavy snows, and moose weren’t as easy or plentiful to kill for their skins as buffalos were. Around here the Ojibwa made winter dwellings by placing this waterproof material over branch structures. A bit of sticky resin for glue, lashings of willow, and presto, a quick but temporary house.”


  “Tepees are better.” He laughed as Freya speared the round of birch precisely on her nose.


  Arriving at the lake, they found a sunny spot on a gentle slope. Something rustled in the brush, and a duelling pair of loons warbled across the shimmering water. The boy picked up the concept and called. “Micro, Micro, Micro” echoed back in the natural amphitheatre.


  Belle set their lunch on a level rock and divvied it up. The boy was having fun in the best playground in the world. She couldn’t understand why some parents forbid their children to play in the woods, preferring them to ride quads down the road at seventy kmh.


  As they ate, she pointed to a wooden blind in a nearby tree. “It’s a moose perch. The plywood is camouflaged so the hunter can hide and wait.”


  “Sit up there and blast away?” Micro asked, flaring his nostrils. “No fair.” Not only did he have a love of animals but an inborn sense of justice.


  “I don’t think so either, but if they get a tag in the fall through the lottery, it’s legal. You don’t even need one for a calf.” She explained how a small herd back in the Crown land was being squeezed between mining interests and a growing population of full-time homeowners.


  “Uncle Ed has a .22 for varmints, he calls them. I shot it once. Just at a can in a gravel pit, though.”


  She recalled the havoc in the boathouse when she’d tried to pull down her snow tires from the high shelves and found them filled with pine cones, a rodent food bank. “Fine for small game, but hunters use higher powered rifles for large animals.”


  The sun made them sweat, and they welcomed the breeze that riffled down the lake. A splash by the beaver house was followed by the “v” of the irrepressible builder. She passed Micro the popcorn, savouring a mouthful of the white cheddar. He tasted it. “Good,” he said, then examined the label. “But I don’t think it’s so smart. Look at how many calories are in a serving. And you could make it yourself.”


  Belle felt a tug on her waistband. He was right on both counts. “Dumbfood, I guess.”


  Micro climbed to the perch, intuiting the use of the birch caller on a nail, and made credible oo-ga sounds. When he returned, she said, “Follow me to something special...if it’s showtime.” She led him into a shady area where a huge cedar lay crumbling on the ground, transforming into the peat which bore it. “This is a nurse log. Just another cycle in tree life. Now it’s a perfect environment for seedlings.”


  “What’s that weird...” he asked, stretching a hand toward a four-inch protrusion vaguely like a dog phallus, pink with a slimy brown tip.


  She pulled him back by the collar. “Whoa. Don’t touch that. Meet the elegant stinkhorn. Hollow inside, a rare fungi. Under the right conditions of temperature and humidity, they can spring up in a night, then droop and wither. Look carefully and see if you can spy the ‘egg’ that starts one.”


  He walked along the log, peering at every inch. “This what you mean?” He pointed at a small, milky bump like the blind eye of the victim in Poe’s “The Tell-Tale Heart”. “Will it come out tomorrow?”


  “If moisture and temperature are right. This blasted rain we’ve been having helps the process.” She looked at the clouds massing in the sky. “We were lucky to get a window for the mowing and this hike. More’s on the way. See the cumulus thunderheads?”


  He studied her with a hand on his slim hips. “Did you learn this stuff in school?”


  Belle remembered as a child coming up to visit Uncle Harold at his cottage on Lake Penage, entering a new country north of Barrie, where ordered farmlands surrendered to the great bones of the Cambrian Shield. To be at home in the landscape, and to stay safe, she needed to learn its names, she explained. An old woman on her road, Anni Jacobs, had tramped trails into the woods, inviting Belle along. Anni had regarded the bush as a pharmacopoeia, from the use of yarrow for stomach cramps to dogbane for headache. “Curiosity is the best teacher.”


  “I just thought they were woods. They’re like a free store.” He nodded as if making new connections, and she could see the wheels turning in his fertile little brain. “Is it okay if I go look around? I won’t get lost or anything.”


  At the wave of her hand, he set off with the dogs to do some exploring as Belle packed up. Craning her neck, she could follow his small form combing the ground with interest. Finishing a few minutes later, she sat under a shady pine near a clearing where yellow lady’s slipper had greeted last May’s sun. She had taken Anni’s place in the scheme of things. Some day, as she grew old, the torch would have to be passed. But to whom? A wee tug at her heart reminded her that her clock had stopped from rust years ago.


  “Yoooooo. Belle, come here.” Hailing her with waving arms, he directed her through a tangle of scrubby alders, leatherleaf and Labrador tea plants into a boggy section with a small clearing. The level ground was dotted with a few dozen black plastic garbage bags of soil dug into the earth. A wizened plant stem poked out of each one. Leaning against a sheltering white pine was the remainder of a fifty-pound sack of potting soil. “Check this out,” he said, a miniature detective.


  Belle scratched her head. “What is it?”


  “A pot farm, what else?” he said, rubbing a stem and sniffing to his satisfaction. “In the city they call them growops. Like in operations. Kid in my class told me his father got arrested for setting one up in his basement. Sent to jail for a couple of years.”


  He sounded like a child of the Underworld, but Belle supposed that the language was commonplace. Right in her backyard. This could explain that note on her windshield. The overeager Junior Crime Stopper had seen Belle often on that trail and thought she ran the farm.


  Safer than planting in a corn field, where aerial surveillance would find it easily. Random, small and personal, with a convenient water source. Checked perhaps once a week, about the number of times she took this trail. Who could have put it here? A local or a townie? So many new people on the road, yet they would have needed a quad to cart in the soil. Did the trapper have a more lucrative sideline? She monitored the entrance to this path, but perhaps he had a back door connection from the Bay Trail.


  Ten years from now, they might not be having this conversation. Not all the armies in the world, nor Nancy Reagan, could stop an idea whose time had come. The Marijuana Party had garnered thousands of votes in the Sudbury area alone in the last election. The Liberal government had legalized medical marijuana and was cultivating it with traditional Canuck caution deep in the abandoned mines of Brandon, Manitoba. Apparently this genetic strain had such feeble buzz next to the muscular B.C. legends that over half the registered users had returned the supply in disgust. They headed for home at a rapid pace. It was nearly five, and Hélène served dinner on the minute. “Suck it up, Buttercup,” he said, passing her on a steep section as she paused for breath.


  “I’m nearly four times your age and carrying considerable poundage. All those bags of Dumbfood. Be merciful.”


  As they came down the hill to the trailhead, Freya pointed her muzzle towards the far turn, pricking her rabbity ears. Despite Belle’s calls, she refused to come immediately. Impatient to get Micro back for his dinner, Belle jerked her away with a swift command. That dog was always seeing things.


  Then an old bike streaked past her, crunching gravel. “Watch it,” she called. “Not enough road for you?” The serpent tire track looked all too familiar, but before she could react, a gangly girl, her pipestem legs beating circles, disappeared around the corner.


  EIGHT


  Two weeks had passed since Bea’s death. Belle followed the papers with a sadly personal interest, hoping for a break in the case. According to the news, the pizza-delivery man had been cleared when it was learned that he had been doing his route while babysitting two sisters in his van because their mother was testifying in court against her abusive boyfriend. The ten-year-old twins provided a credible alibi.


  Hélène called after dinner. “Come on down. Dave’s here. Says he met you at the viewing. He has some ideas about...finding Bea’s killer.”


  Whatever his options were, Belle couldn’t imagine, yet the frustration of the aftermath must have been more crushing than the initial anger.


  Leaving Freya to guard the house, she walked in the twilight, searching the muted sky as fall’s new cast of characters arrived. Vain Cassiopeia, then Perseus, holding the Gorgon’s head as he averted his eyes. How priceless to have a front row seat on the constellations with no urban congestion to mask the wonders. Satellite maps of the world at night showed that bright lights were rapidly spreading over the velvet canopy. It irked her that some homeowners on the Molly Maid end of the road had begun installing glaring sodium beams on their property. Couldn’t they find their homes without a lighthouse? Then the town had streetlit the mailboxes at the corner. She far preferred the ride with only her headlamps to lead her.


  The waves were noisy along the shore, even in the DesRosiers’ quiet bay. With alarm, she noted that their dock was nearly underwater. With autumn storms on the way, everyone was in for trouble. Whipped to a frenzy by gale force winds, the water would devour anything in its path. It was like living next to a sleeping dinosaur with a root canal and no dental.


  The house was wreathed in woodsmoke, a warm, intimate defiance of the encroaching dark. In the drive was parked Dave’s Santa Fe, a living room on wheels that could climb a mountain. All leather and dressed nicely, its metallic copper colour a welcome change from the ubiquitous pewter of every other Sudbury truck. Belle gave it an interested appraisal. According to ads, it beat other SUV prices by ten thousand dollars. She climbed the steps with a shrug. She needed her spacious van with all-wheel-drive to ferry clients and navigate treacherous back roads.


  When she was settled on the sofa with a decaf, she had a moment to reassess Dave. After giving her a welcoming smile, he turned with a serious expression to Ed, gesticulating with strong hands. He wore tan slacks and a dark brown flannel shirt with a duck embroidered on the pocket.


  Coming in with a plate of sugar cookies, Hélène spoke with excitement. “Tell her about the plan.”


  Dave took a sip of coffee, then placed the mug on a coaster. Even from a distance, his eyes were bloodshot, reflecting the pressures of the ongoing tragedy. “I’m a patient man, have to be in my profession, but I’ve really had it with this so-called police investigation.”


  Belle nodded, her instinct to defend the beleaguered forces tempered in the wake of his grief. If anyone she loved had been so brutally killed, she’d move heaven and earth to balance the scales.


  “I’ve hired a man to search for anything the authorities haven’t turned up.”


  Folding her hands on her knee, Belle smiled. “A private eye? Do we have those in Canada, much less in this town?”


  He gave a knowing laugh. “Several, as a matter of fact. Len Hewlitt will think outside the box. His credentials are excellent.”


  Then what’s he doing up here, Belle wondered, barely suppressing a suspicious frown. The North wasn’t a hotbed of crime, at least not until this statistical blip. Ed and Hélène were paying rapt attention.


  Dave aimed a finger at Belle, cocking his head to examine her face. “I see your skepticism. His life does sound like a cheap thriller, nothing like we’re used to. He’s from Montreal but spent fifteen years in Israel with the Mossad, sort of a troubleshooter. He was injured in a suicide bomb blast in Jerusalem, nothing serious but disabling enough to force him to settle down. Then since his daughter moved here to work, he decided to relocate, too. Len’s a pro.”


  “Did you find him in the Yellow Pages?” Belle was serious, but she could have phrased the question in more politic terms.


  He cast a glance at Hélène, who pressed his hand in her motherly way as Ed looked at the ceiling. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to sound flip,” Belle said. “PIs remind me of Los Angeles or New York. Guess I read too many mysteries.”


  Dave cleared his throat and seemed to take a breath. “To be frank, I met him at an AA meeting last fall. No family secrets here. I’ve been clean and sober for over ten years.”


  Honest enough, Belle thought, her admiration growing. Admitting an addiction was the hardest part. As a respected part of the community, he’d raced his beast and still was in the lead. Who was she to be smug, with her cigarettes and scotch? “He sounds interesting. I’d love to meet him.”


  “Your wish is granted.” He checked his watch, a Timex sports model. “Len will be here any minute. I told him seven so as not to keep you folks up, but he isn’t used to driving this cowpath.” Everyone laughed at the stretch of potholes guaranteed to suck a set of struts faster than a kid with a Dairy Queen Blizzard.


  Half an hour later, as darkness fell and talk turned to the latest political scandal involving questionable government grants to advertising firms, a car triggered the motion-sensor lights in the DesRosiers’ yard. Up to refill her cup, Belle said to Hélène, “I’ll get it.”


  The engine of an ancient Chevette screamed like a young girl and died. The door creaked open, and a fireplug of a man got out and kicked the fender. “You bugger. One more like that and you get recycled into the pop cans you came from,” he muttered over his shoulder as he boosted himself to the deck with a slight limp, stopping to pat Rusty’s inquiring head. “Hey, buddy.”


  Belle stood at the threshold, shielding her eyes from the glare of the floodlights. “Welcome, Mr. Hewlitt.”


  “I had to brake for something dark, hairy and way bigger than my car. Nearly went into a damn swamp. Did I cross the border into Kosovo?”


  “You’re still in the Region of Crater Sudbury, and I have the inflated tax bills to prove it,” Belle said with a smile and an introductory handshake.


  Lifting a brown felt fedora, he stared pleasantly at her from behind heavy, square black glasses. As she took his three-quarter-length faded leather coat and hung it on the rack, she saw a greying moustache and spade beard, a weak chin and a deeply receding hairline which lent a gnomish appearance. He was her height, five foot four, but solidly built, a good two-hundred-twenty pounds, harder to knock over than a stuffed cat at a carnival.


  Hélène shot a quick look towards the hall to the bedrooms. “Keep it low, and let’s move to the kitchen table. We don’t want Micro to hear this. His door’s closed, but he’s got half an hour more at his computer until he goes to bed.” A fresh pot and an industrial-sized pickle jar of shortbread made the rounds.


  “I’ve wanted to meet you folks,” Len said, pulling out a notebook after everyone had settled down. He also snapped a tape into a mini-recorder. “Dave’s told me everything he can. Pardon me for starting off with the nitty-gritty, but I know you want to find Mrs. Malanuk’s killer. The machine’s so’s I don’t miss any details. I need your input. Don’t be shy.”


  Ed added, “Damn straight. I’ll go first.” Leaning toward the recorder, he proceeded to give his history with the family. Hélène took over, and time passed as she related several decades, starting with Bea’s first communion.


  Ed put down a cookie in mid-bite. “Come on, woman. He doesn’t have time for all that stuff.”


  Len raised a chubby finger in a gesture of acceptance. “No, siree. Everything can be important. God is in the details, or the devil is, never could remember.”


  Hélène pushed out her lower lip. “I was finished anyway, Edward.”


  They all turned to Belle, who once again revisited that hideous morning. She fixated on the rose pattern on the tablecloth, avoiding the sorrow in Dave’s eyes. Told many times, her story had achieved a sanitary narrative. The gore could be left to the police and coroner reports.


  Scribbling notes, when she finished, Len sat for a moment, all eyes on him. He underlined a few words. “Okey dokey. We have liftoff. Now I’ll open the floor to questions.”


  Belle asked the obvious. “Do you think that Bea’s death is connected to the other two murders? And why are the police having such a hard time solving them?” With his big-city experience, he’d probably seen dozens of cases.


  He finished a fifth cookie and blotted his fleshy mouth demurely, squaring his shoulders. His eyes were pouchy and world-weary. “Answer one: I’m new on the job and don’t know jack about the first two women, but I will find out. Answer two: No offense to you kind people, but these folks are purely bush league, pun intended. Bar-room brawl, a lovers’ quarrel gone sour, no problemo. Something complicated, where a killer has an IQ no higher than the cost of half a litre of gas, they’re over their heads.”


  Ed nodded, stifling a yawn. “You nailed her all right.” His pale silver brows waffled at Belle’s glare. “Sorry. Didn’t mean your pal, Steve. He’s tops.”


  Belle said to Len, “I have a detective friend on the Sudbury force. Steve Davis.”


  “Really? Could be helpful.” Len tapped a stubborn pen back into action and made a note. “I’m from Montreal, la helle province, and I guess Dave told you about my qualifications. Expect the unusual, but never look for a zebra in a herd of cows. One time in the Gaza Strip when I....”


  When Len got talking, he didn’t stop for breath except to light a cigarette, despite Hélène’s gentle cough. Special training by the FBI at Quantico, Virginia, had given him experience in mingling among “narco-terrorists” as an executive casino host in London, England. He’d also worked as consultant to the Gananoque police in a cigarette-smuggling sting operation and received a special commendation from the mayor. The Sûreté had used him as an agent in their ongoing biker wars. He had been the only Indian-motorcycle owner that the Hell’s Angels with their Harleys allowed in their clubhouse.


  He slapped his leg, wiggling a worn loafer. Belle noticed that he’d kept his shoes on, unlike the rest of them. “This old guy’s not as young as I want to stay. I’ve been winding down the last years. Some of my old friends in the Association of Former Intelligence Officers became PIs. And I never really got to know my daughter in all my travels. Got her Master’s at McGill, and she’s settled in at a nice job here. If I can get her married, maybe I’ll see grandchildren some day.”


  Though blanching at the “get her married” quip, Belle lapped up the details. Whatever the truth of his claims, Len was a bona fide investigator, and from his imagination, maybe he could offer fresh ideas. What was Dave paying him? A couple of hundred a day?


  The DesRosiers and Belle were usually in bed by ten and drinking coffee by six. As Ed’s head snapped up in a snore and they all chuckled, Len said, “Guess we should call her a day. I’ll cover every house on John Street and the crossroads. No leads, they say? Bulltwaddle. Someone saw or heard something. Maybe they went on vacation the next day. Persistence and a fertile mind are an investigator’s most important tools. Who are your next door neighbours, Dave?”


  Dave gave a weary sigh. “Greenbelt on one side. On the other, Miss McBride. Not much goes by her. The north side of John Street is railway land.”


  “How will you learn more than the police?” Belle asked Len.


  “Sometimes authorities can be intimidating. I sit down, enjoy a nice cup of tea, praise the cookies.” He winked at Hélène. “And have a long chat. Lots of psychology. Women are my speciality.” He used five syllables for the last word and tapped his temple. “And then there’s the dog.”


  They all spoke at once. “Buffalo?”


  “Why didn’t he raise a ruckus?” He turned to Dave. “Didn’t you tell me he was a great watchdog?”


  With a grimly set mouth, Dave said, “I thought so. Our part of town gets the occasional break-in. Mostly drug-related. Looking for items to pawn. We’ve never had as much as a trampled flower bed. His barking can be heard across the lake. Squirrels and coons drive him nuts. Bea leaves him out until she goes to work. But that day, no one heard any barking.”


  “I heard him when I arrived,” Belle said, “but he was tied up. If someone were very quiet and entered from the greenbelt, or came up from the lake...”


  “It’s pretty steep there,” Dave said, rubbing his jaw. He looked half-asleep, running on sheer guts.


  Len made another note, flipping a page. “And the door was unlocked when you got there, Belle. And you saw a purse? Do women have more than one?”


  Hélène said, “A closet full. I remember two or three of her favourites. A turtle purse I brought her from Florida.”


  “Bea transfers her things back and forth, leaving the one she’s using on the hall table. It was open but nothing was taken, not that she carries much but credit and debit cards. The weekly payroll for the bakery was gone, though. Bea kept it in a leather bag. About five thousand dollars. The police found the bag stuffed in a garbage can a block away. They’re withholding that information, I believe.” Dave gave a groan that touched Belle’s heart. “I know people have been killed for less, but when something like this hits close to home...” His voice trailed off.


  “So everyone at the bakery knew she carried the payroll every Friday. Sounds like a focus.” Belle turned to Dave. “Anyone missing at work?”


  “The staff’s long term, some with twenty years, but Bea does have a few turnovers in the joe jobs. Len’s going to talk to her business partner.”


  The PI removed his glasses to polish them on a serviette. The heavy lens magnified the pattern on the tablecloth. “It’s coming together. An inside job, maybe, like the dog knew the intruder.”


  Belle thought of the one drawback to hiring temporary help. Good old boys get to scope out an isolated lakefront property, marking portable property such as chainsaws, snowmobiles and electronics while checking for an alarm system. “Any handymen at your place recently? Someone you don’t know personally?”


  Dave searched his memory. “God, that old place always needed a fine tuning. We had the new roof and guttering this year. Furnace man. I’ve called a yard service when I got too busy to mow. Nick’s Plowing, too, for two-foot dumps.”


  Len was scribbling notes, stuffing out another cigarette in a growing pile of butts. “This lady’s got a brain on her, Dave.”


  Proud to help, trying not to preen, Belle remembered Freya’s close call at the vet. “Here’s another idea. What about drugs? If someone put a sedative in ground meat, then balled it up and threw it...” She gave a demonstration.


  Dave spread out his hands. “But when I got there, Buffalo was fine.”


  Belle added, “And barking at eleven o’clock, my arrival. But sedatives can wear off fast in a healthy animal.”


  “Too late now for any toxicology,” Dave said, “but I’ll suggest it to the detective.”


  Len said, “I’m spending the day at the bakery tomorrow, interviewing everyone from soup to nuts. What was that partner’s name?”


  “Leonora Bruce. Bea sold her forty-five per cent of the business when Dr. Bustamante died. She wanted fewer responsibilities and more time with Micro.” After placing a finger at the corner of one moist eye, he shook himself back to firmer ground. “It worked out well. Leonora knows absolutely everything about the staff and the operation. Bumble Bea will run under her direction until the will is probated and the legalities straightened out. My wife left everything to Micro, of course. The business is a family tradition.”


  Belle asked, “So you’re not going to take over?”


  He sat back, hands laced behind his head, a faint smile emerging on his face. “Fundraising is my life. A new campaign every month. Not making things, but making things happen for people with needs they can’t meet themselves. And in the recent times of government cutbacks, more necessary than ever.” He paused and reached into his pocket for his wallet, passing her a card. “You know the phone at home. If anything occurs to you about that morning...”


  The card was plain and simple, no embossing, no graphics. David Malanuk, Fundraising Consultant. An office in the old Maley Building. For once, Belle was caught cardless. “I don’t have any with me, but of course I’m in the book.”


  Dave nodded, his eyes catching hers for a moment, but as they all rose, Hélène called him over with a school paper of Micro’s which she’d magneted to the fridge. Belle could see a page of math problems and a gold star.


  After the two men left, Belle stayed to help Hélène clean up, but more to get answers to a puzzling question. “Dave’s wonderful. I can see why Bea loved him.” She finished drying a cup, not wanting to sound too crass, but acknowledging the elephant in the corner. “Did he have some...uh, plastic surgery on his face and hands? If you were anyone else, I wouldn’t be so rude as to ask.”


  Hélène attacked the room with a can of air freshener, spreading a berry-scented cloud over the smoky fug. “Such a tragic story. Bea said that when he was a teenager, he rescued a boy at scout camp when a fire from a candle broke out in their tent. Beating out the flames, he suffered first-degree burns on his face, neck and hands. Spent a few months at Sick Kids and had more surgeries over the years. Badges of honour, Bea called them.”


  NINE


  As she snarled at the seventh straight day of rain, Belle lugged her garbage to the coffin-sized box, noticing one over the three-bag limit. Casting an eye down the road, she strolled to the end of her neighbour’s driveway and dropped it into their bin. The McNairs wouldn’t be coming out until eleven feet of snow threatened the old camp’s roof.


  She looked along the drainage ditch where she’d planted tamaracks eight years ago as a privacy fence. One of the few deciduous conifers, its golden needles sprinkled a glow across the green landscape of cedars and pines. Already they were threatening the hydro wires. Most ominous, a monster cedar by her house had developed a lean after the last windstorm. Soft-wooded cedars were deceptive. They looked healthy but often were rotten to the core, never falling straight, but twisting like a drooping ballerina in Swan Lake.


  As she frowned, she wondered whether to ask her handyman Johnny to trim everything. Probably off with hunting buddies getting his moose. Then a familiar rusty white pickup chugged down the road. It stopped beside her, and the driver turned off the motor, rolling down the creaky window. His dark face spoke volumes, a thin cigarillo clenched between his teeth. The lashing of the waves and the croak of a soaring raven, always a curious bird, soundtracked their hostile tableau.


  “I know what you did with my traps,” he said. “That was a cheap trick.”


  Cold anger sparked like a welding arc from her teal eyes. “Let’s talk about your poisoning job. That’s not a cheap trick, it’s a felony. What if a kid had gotten into it?”


  “What the hell are you talking about?”


  “Poisoned meat tossed into my yard. My dog started munching it. You’re lucky I got her to the vet in time.”


  “That’s crazy. I have three cocker spaniels, Larry, Curly and Moe, and they sleep on my bed. You had no right to touch those traps. Who the hell are you anyway?”


  “If you’re so familiar with this territory, why don’t you find out? And as for your cruel traps...” She paused for emphasis, then put her hands on her hips gunslinger-style: “Prove it. So what. What are you going to do about it?”


  He tapped an ash from his cigarillo. “Take back your woods, madame. I’m heading north to set up my other traplines at Thor Lake. And don’t be telling me you hike there, too, unless you like railroad tracks.”


  Narrowing his eyes, he ground the starter with a flurry of Frenglish curses, and with a chug of black smoke, drove off, his quad bouncing in the back. “Va te faire foutre,” he called out the window, adding the traditional digital message. The frost in his deep voice and the way his dark eyes simmered in controlled anger gave Belle mixed feelings and reminded her of Steve. The meat and timing was too coincidental, yet he sounded honest. Who would lie about owning cocker spaniels? They weren’t the brightest dogs, so the Three Stooges idea fit. She didn’t know his name and presumed he still didn’t know hers. In another time and place, they might have been friends. If he’d limited himself to beavers.


  “I hope that’s the last I see of you.” She took off the snick on the latch on her garbage box. Trash collectors were very ergonomic and appreciated one less step. As she turned, she noted more familiar bike tracks in the dirt and paused at a new connection. Was the Junior Crime Stopper another candidate for the meat toss? She remembered a black comedy she’d seen at Miriam’s on a girls’ night out: The Young Poisoner’s Handbook.


  Ten minutes later, Belle sat in her van by the community mailboxes, having ripped open the new tax assessment with a groan. Closing on five thousand dollars. For what? No sewer, water, sidewalks or streetlights. A whopping increase of eight per cent. Where would she get the extra cash? Propane had gone up thirty per cent, and the hydro rates had risen under the new government.


  Then a pink limo with “Call 487-7653, and IT’S-SOLD” pulled up beside her as the fuchsia-tinted window rolled down. Cynthia Cryderman manoeuvered her mammoth burgundy wig through the window. “Belle. Do you still live on this road? I’m out to take pictures of the Givens place. I’m surprised you didn’t get the listing. Prices for quality homes on Wapiti are making this the next Lake Ramsey. 465 K. Imagine popping that commission into your bank account.” Her large round eyes, accented by veils of mascara, rolled over Belle’s van like a judge at a dog show. Not even leather seats. Utilitarian at best.


  Belle smiled neutrally and gritted her teeth until her jaw ached. She’d never liked Cheryl Givens, with her patent snobbery and Mercedes SUV. But she wouldn’t have turned down a chance to sell that brick monster with 350 feet of frontage, double garage, boathouse with marine railway, sauna and sleep camp.


  “Say, the offer to join my firm still stands. Twelve per cent partnership. Run a branch from your office with your own staff. Your cottage connections are pure platinum, and you have the youth to run after them. I’m a city girl.” She batted her eyelashes like a coy debutante. “Lord, I can’t forget that old brewery at the back of beyond on a logging road southwest of Shining Tree. All my associates came down with the flu, and I had to go up there myself. My driver got us stuck in the muskeg. I broke both heels on my favourite Manolos.”


  A realtor’s curiosity led Belle to continue the unpleasant conversation. “A brewery? Is it feasible? How did it get up there in the first place?”


  “There’s a natural spring, and they hooked onto a hydro line to the gold mining operations to the east. With a short rail spur to the CN lines and good roads to Timmins and Kirkland Lake, they were in a position to cover the northern market for awhile. Labatt’s drove them out in the Sixties. But the infrastructure is there, and with the microbeer hoopla, all natural stuff, who knows? This Allan Ritchie who bought it looks like a drifter, but he must have family money somewhere. Quite the eccentric.”


  Belle tucked the tax bill into her pocket to gather moss, dust or lint, whichever came first. She watched the limo take off down the hill and bounce perilously over the heaves. Its muffler scraped on the broken asphalt, and one hubcap flew into the bush to join a collection dangling from the poplar branches in a whimsical effort at Found Art. A yellow metal sign read “Rough Road: Chemin Cahoteux.” Warnings were cheaper than repairs.


  At the office, as Miriam passed her on the way to the bank, she found a call from Steve on her answering machine. “Meet me for lunch at Café Korea. Noon.” She tapped her teeth in anticipation and more than mild annoyance. How many messages had she left after Bea’s death? Still, a good lunch could make up for nearly anything. And he’d pay. Detectives made more than she did and got regular pay cheques. Like rust, crime never slept.


  After driving down LaSalle, she parked at a spot in the Montrose Mall and entered the restaurant at twelve fifteen, her eyes cool with satisfaction. Grow up, lady, she thought as she saw Steve hunched over a small table beneath a framed copy of a Toronto Star rave review. He looked up with such a pathetic smile that she melted. His was a brutal profession.


  “I’m late.” A white lie tickled her throat, but she merely shrugged. He deserved more. When would they graduate from petty arguments? Yet below those scuffles, a solid foundation anchored their friendship, as deep and valuable as the ore load buttressing the city.


  “Sorry for not getting back to you,” he said. “I was over in Algonquin Bay, our sister city in serial killers. Talked to Detective Cardinal. Remember a couple of years ago?”


  She searched her memory, fingering the condiment bottles. Soy, fish and hot sauce. “They got the guy, but he went after teenagers, didn’t he? Gory sex stuff. Did you learn anything helpful?” The redolent aromas of stir-fry garlic and ginger root began whispering her name.


  He cracked his knuckles. “Our renowned profiler gave us a picture so general it could fit every ne’er-do-well in town. We could sweep down Brewster Street with an industrial vacuum. Then I was tied up helping Janet with her father in the Sault. He had a stroke, and her mother was weighing their options. Hospital needed the bed, but there were no nursing home vacancies.”


  “How well I know the drill,” she replied. “Everything okay now?”


  “Holding. Janet will be staying on to organize the home care. Heather’s with me, so I’m juggling babysitting arrangements.” He looked almost relieved. His fights with his wife, a sunny but brittle character, hadn’t lessened since they’d adopted the half-Cree, half-Italian toddler, but merely changed to broils about how to raise the sweet girl, now in Grade Two. Belle remembered meeting Janet’s mother once at a birthday party for Heather. The blue-haired former socialite, whose husband had been a VP at Algoma Steel, was a haughty type who always reminded her daughter of her risky marital choice.


  She checked the menu specials chalked on a board behind the cash. “So what do you want to try? They have Japanese, Thai, Indian and Vietnamese food, too.” Half of the room held shelves with Asian groceries and coolers for frozen items.


  He signalled a waiter, who brought two large, steaming bowls of noodles with Korean sauce and vegetables. Steve grinned at his coup. “I know you’re busy, so I ordered already. A hottie, like you.”


  “Maybe fifteen years ago in a tank top. That jargon reminds me of those female teachers with their student lovers.”


  “Right. You’d rather live in the Thirties in those films you love. If you’d been born then, you’d be my mother now.”


  “That’s a frightening prospect.” Tucking into the bowl with chopsticks, she asked the question they’d both been tiptoeing around. “What’s going on with Bea’s case? Is the detective any good?”


  He gave her a warning lip curl but then spread his broad hands in frustration. “Burns made the grade two years ago. He has a law degree from Osgoode Hall, prefers to work the streets instead of the courts. He’s been liaising with the guys in charge of the other two cases.”


  “Guys. Don’t you have any female detectives?”


  “One of them caught the first murder. Maybe that’s why there’s been no headway.”


  “Joking isn’t going to bring Bea back. Are there any leads? You have the time frame. Between Micro leaving for school and my arrival.”


  “Between seven thirty and eleven. Pretty generous.”


  “Bea probably got to work by eight. Doesn’t that narrow it down?”


  He twirled a noodle on his fork. “Yes, I heard that, but there were exceptions.”


  “Early fits for me. I don’t see how she was killed anywhere but in the bathroom. That home was pin neat,” Belle added.


  “That busy time of the morning, the boy having left, the doors could have been open.”


  “I’m thinking someone came up from the lakeside or the greenbelt where he wouldn’t be seen. Wouldn’t set the dog barking.” She tossed over the memories of that meeting with Len like coins in her hand. “Did you check out everyone who’s worked at the house?”


  Steve gave a sigh, but he was weakening. “That might not jibe with a piece of information we’re withholding. Near the other two murder sites, we found an empty flower box from the Rosary. No record of any such order in the neighbourhood. It could have been taken from the trash out back of the store. Nothing’s turned up yet on John Street, but it’s been windy. Could have blown to Mattawa by now.”


  “Roses were her favourite,” she said, recalling the funeral. “Her husband ordered...” She stared at Steve, who was shaking his head.


  “First choice in all domestic murders,” he said as he worked a stubborn mushroom into his chopsticks. “But Malanuk was in Ottawa all that week, coordinating a telethon to raise money for a Braille library. Jerry Lewis didn’t have a higher profile. He left the Lord Elgin Hotel at seven after an early breakfast. At eleven that morning, he was buying gas in North Bay, still an hour away.”


  “I’m glad he’s in the clear. What a nice man. I met him at the viewing and later at Hélène’s.”


  “You’d make a terrible detective. Those kinds of judgments are fatal.”


  Ignoring him, she browsed through her dish for a water chestnut. “Micro’s a sweetheart, too. He’s staying with the DesRosiers for a while. I took him on a hike.”


  Steve looked around and lowered his voice as two bald motorcyclists in full leathers came in and settled at a nearby table. “Don’t get wild on me, but one of the guys today went out on a creepy limb. Kids younger than that have been known to kill their parents.”


  “What?” Her face flushed with fire hotter than the chilis in the bowl.


  “The King brothers in the States. Only nine and twelve. She did have a massive contusion on the back of her head from a blunt instrument. It’s easy to strangle someone who’s unconscious.”


  Remembering Micro’s small, delicate hands, she leaned forward and said with a hiss that surprised her. “Have you seen him?”


  “No, I only—”


  “Micro is a quarter Bea’s size. And then he got on the school bus, carrying a parrot for Show and Tell? Spare me.” She tossed him a steely glance. “Oh, and he took the payroll money. Watch out if he buys a car.”


  Steve crossed his wrists in a mock protection gesture. “The bag turned up in a garbage can down the street. No prints or trace evidence. Relax, I said it wasn’t my idea. Are you adopting him or what? This is a new side. I think I like it. Everyone needs to experience the challenge of parenthood. You get off easy with your dog.”


  “If I adopted anyone, it would be to get help cutting the lawn, raking leaves and shovelling snow. Freya has refused.” She lifted her bowl and finished the rich broth with an “Ay, chihuahua,” tears streaming down her face. “What’s the buzz on that investigator Dave hired? He seems qualified.”


  Steve’s raven eyes glinted across the table, her silhouette reflected in the darkening pupils. “No lunch would be complete without at least three arguments. It’s a waste of money.”


  “Why? Maybe he’ll find some turn unstoned?” She grinned at him.


  “Or bugger up the case for us. He’s new in town, but his name hasn’t set off any blinking lights, not that we’ve had any time to pursue the matter.”


  “Your customary excuse.”


  “Be gentle.” He reached into a pocket for a notebook. “I come bearing gifts. Here’s the Crime Stoppers info. A seventh grader in Skead spends her time combing the bush for pot farms. She’s found three over there already. Diedre Collins. Her brothers are the neighbourhood bad boys. They’re over at Cecil Facer for auto theft. She’s out to restore the family honour.”


  “That sounds sad.” Skead was about fifteen kilometres from her house, a hilly ride, but easy for a youngster.


  “The Collins bunch is a generational gene pool of losers, in and out of jail. Her father and uncle ran a snowmobile chop shop. Hot-wired them at Rocky’s and rode them across the lake to their shed. They collected insurance money on a minor house fire, then torched the garage in a propane ‘accident’ a year later. Seems like whenever a plume of smoke arises, it’s at 2006 Kevin Street.”


  Belle shifted in her chair. That might explain the recent bicycle tracks. Diedre was keeping an eye on her. But suppose her efforts led the angry cannabis planter to Belle’s house? She needed to have a talk with that girl. Now that Belle had befriended Micro, another twelve-year-old, how hard could it be?


  TEN


  Belle met Hélène at ten that morning for a long-trumpeted tour of Costco. “You must be the last person in Sudbury who hasn’t joined, and yet you’re famous for squeezing a loonie until it shrieks,” Hélène said as they stopped at the desk to get Belle a guest pass. Their security was tighter than the Pentagon’s.


  Belle gestured to the membership board prices. “Fifty bucks?”


  Hélène gave a harumph as she shoved the King Kong buggy towards the entrance, and they flashed their ID’s. “I can’t tell you what I’ve banked on these bulk buys. And we live so far from town. Stocking up saves time and effort. Not to mention gas at over a dollar a litre.”


  “I’ll borrow a roll of toilet paper from you. And think of it this way. What if everyone refused to pay the membership? They’d have to waive the fee.” Belle spread her hands, the soul of logic.


  “That sounds quite radical, hardly Canadian.”


  Belle gestured at the Disneyland of consumerism that welcomed them. “We’re too polite. Our national expression is ‘Excuse me.’ Behind all this, as in American ads, the words are ‘But wait, there’s more’.” She pronounced the last word as “mowa.”


  Passing the rows of computers, plasma televisions, books, clothes, exercise equipment, music and even a suspended canoe, they cruised the food aisles. Hélène pushed the cart like a sucking cornucopia, leading her first to the meat, all AAA. Belle blinked at the display as her friend plucked a dozen ribeye steaks of prime Alberta beef. Trailing like a puppy in spite of herself, she drooled over the rounds of aged cheddar and garlands of smoked sausages. Then they crashed the frozen food aisles, a monument to instant meals. Fifteen selections of pizzas. Manicotti by the dozen in three sauces. A mountain of fries. Belle scrutinized a box of brie-and-mushroom appetizers in puff pastry and raised a suspicious eyebrow. “You told me at Christmas dinner that you made those yourself. So that’s why you ‘lost’ the recipe.”


  Hélène gave a guilty giggle and excused herself to go to the nearby washroom. “Too much coffee.”


  Following a musical trail, Belle drifted over to a display of stuffed animals. A shaggy sheepdog was singing “Only You”, howling at each refrain, paws waving and head moving up and down. She chuckled to imagine Freya’s reaction and nearly grabbed it, when she saw the price. $15.95. Expensive for a one-time gag.


  Then someone moved up beside her, his voice deep and slightly melancholy. “Cute, aren’t they? I was wondering if Micro would like one. He must miss Buffalo.”


  Dave wore a tweed sportcoat, white shirt and tie and slacks. His wingtip shoes were gleaming. Appearances would be important in his job. She hadn’t thought about his need to continue working through all this tragedy. “My mother loved that song,” she said. “But to be honest, the toy’s more for a younger child.” She didn’t know whether to pity his naïveté or applaud the gesture. Step-parents had a heavy load.


  Hélène hailed them as she returned, embracing Dave in her usual warmth. “Micro’s doing well, Dave. He got an A on his English test.”


  “How’s he adjusting to his new school? Is anyone bothering him? Something I should know about?”


  Belle couldn’t decipher the cause of his concern. Bothering him? Then she recalled the bullying Ed had told her about.


  “He mentioned a friend, Chris, I think. The boy moved to New Sudbury, but they keep in touch. And with this zero-tolerance policy at St. Francis, he seems much happier. You should come for dinner. I’ll bet you eat out every night.” She pointed at the luscious steaks as if to make him an offer he couldn’t refuse. “Tuesday, okay?”


  He nodded politely, looking into the distance as if burdened by a cape of sorrow. Creases around his eyes had deepened since Belle had last seen him, and his mouth sagged at the corners. “He has to return home sometime, Hélène. I wanted to let him take his time after...after what happened to Bea, and his staying with you worked well with my being out of town. But in another ten days, I’ll be back here with some local projects. Several women have answered my ad for a housekeeper, and to help the transition, I know a good child psychologist who works at the San. He’d see Micro once or twice on a casual basis. Just to get the lay of things.”


  “It might be an idea,” Hélène said, biting her lower lip in thought. “He’s had to grow up mighty fast, but he has to face facts. You’re his dad, and you love him.” She pressed Dave’s hand. “It’ll make a difference when you’re together, two men on a team.”


  “So are you going to join?” Hélène asked afterward at the cash, sounding like a religious proselytizer. She downloaded twenty frozen entrees, cases of soup and vegetables, and six-packs of Rolaids and Metamucil. No secrets on Edgewater Road.


  Belle sighed, deciding never to face this circus again. “Then I’d have to buy a freezer. You know I’m still using the fridge that came with the cottage, circa 1960. Sure, egg rolls are great, but not fifty at once. What if I don’t like the recipe?”


  Hélène smirked at her. “That’s why you should come more often. They give out samples. Free lunch. That should appeal to you.”


  “I’m not cheap, just frugal. No one can fight a Scottish ancestry.”


  Later that afternoon, Belle left the office on foot for some chores, noticing that the tall cottonwoods were beginning to blaze into yellow. She crossed the Toronto Dominion parking lot and jaywalked over to the chain pizza parlour at Cedar and Elgin. The tempting radio ads boasted exotic ingredients like eggplant, sun-dried tomatoes and goat cheese. Inside, the colourful picture menu on the wall reinforced the sumptuous choices. A large niçoise for tonight and a Sicilian for the freezer. Twenty-six dollars, but cheaper than eating out. Brekkie leftovers would be a bonus.


  “I’d like them unbaked,” she said to the teenaged girl, bee-stung red lips and ruthlessly plucked eyebrows with dark follicles sprinkled between like coarse pepper.


  Her pouted mouth twisted in thought, and her pigeon-egg eyes rolled. “Uh, we can’t do that.”


  A succulent slice with black olives and tuna sat on the counter under warming lights, seducing Belle’s nose. Damn. She didn’t want to wolf the thing down. Though she’d been gone from the classroom for over twenty years, she shifted into grammar teacher mode. “ ‘Can’t.’ Does this mean physically or that you aren’t allowed to?”


  “Unbaked?” The girl said the word like a disease and cast a glance back to a young man in the kitchen, shovelling pizzas with a long wooden paddle. “Rules. You could ask the manager, but he’s not here.”


  Belle’s temper sizzled along with the mozzarella. “Let me get this straight. I’m willing to pay you nearly thirty dollars and use my own fuel to cook the pizza. And you refuse?”


  Pushing out the door a nanosecond later, mentally dictating a letter to the Sudbury Star about lack of entrepreneurial spirit and independent thought, she collided on the street with a formidable barrier. It was Len Hewlitt, carrying a stack of Styrofoam boxes. His jowls shook with laughter at her description of the pizza fiasco.


  “Come over to the office. Plenty here for two.”


  Tucked behind the St. Andrew’s Church complex a few blocks away was Bank Alley, a dark enclave punctuated with Dumpsters. The financial namesake had been long gone since reconstruction in the Fifties. At their approach, a thin man with a cowboy hat turned and scuttled around the corner, followed by a small yellow Lab. A trash sifter, or looking for someone to mug? While in New York, or even Toronto, she might be captured on camera one hundred times in a twenty-minute stroll, Sudbury had few videocops. She felt far safer in the woods with the Deer Prince.


  Instead of plate-glass windows, the narrow street had only doors to marginal businesses, Pat’s Stamps and Coins, Dragon’s Breath Tattoo Parlour, Divine Write Religious Bookstore, and Hewlitt’s Investigations. The sign read “Corporate intelligence, surveillance, electronic eavesdropping countermeasures, background checks, DNA.” Belle’s eyes saucered at the bafflegab, and she gave him a quizzical look.


  “DNA?”


  He opened the door with a key, frowning at the unblinking answering machine and putting the boxes on a battered metal desk. “Big demand for that these days. Paternity suits. It’s all done in Toronto. Takes three weeks and a shit...I mean a carload of cash.” One corner of his fleshy mouth rose as he tickled his memory. “Even had a dog case. Purebred Scottish deerhound got knocked up by a mutt next door.”


  Belle huffed, recalling the time Freya was mounted in her own yard by a dog which could have captured all three prizes in an ugly contest and won a quick trip to the pound instead. Given the morning-after pill, the shepherd had developed an infection and had to be spayed at two. “I don’t blame the owner. There goes ten thousand dollars for five pups.”


  An operatic yowl came from an open door to the rear, and a chocolate-point Siamese streaked out and leaped into Len’s waiting arms. When it rubbed its head on his double chin, Belle noticed a black satin patch over one eye.


  “Moshe, as in Dayan,” he said. “A classy guy for an alley, but I found him with his head caught in a tin can. Poor little fellow didn’t weigh eight pounds when I got him to the vet. Worms, infections, the whole shebang. My daughter sewed the patch. She’s a whiz.”


  Belle stroked the glossy fur, mesmerized by the clear blue eye, namesake of her favourite marble. Now she nosed a slight tint of ammonia in the air from an unseen litter box. Len put down the cat and pulled up a folding lawn chair for her. “Excuse me for a minute. Got to go to the back for some sardines and milk. Guy eats better than I do.”


  While he was gone, Belle peered around. The office was a slice of real estate barely seven feet across, demanding organizational skills and the ability to suck in one’s stomach. One shabby file cabinet held a coffee maker, but the focal points were the many pictures on the freshly painted walls: Golda Meir, Ronald Reagan, George Bush Sr., and oddly enough, Yasser Arafat. All signed to Len. A man for all political seasons, it seemed. The desk had a few file folders and a picture in a pewter frame, placed where he could see it as he worked. Curious, she started to angle for a peek when she heard him returning.


  Len opened a desk drawer to retrieve a videotape, which he patted like a secret weapon. “Business will pick up soon once word gets out that I solved the gum machine case.”


  She crossed her legs, trying to get comfortable on the webbing while he rocked in a creaky office model. “Gum machine?”


  Folding his stubby hands, he explained. “You’ve seen those charity bubble jobbies in supermarkets and malls. Nickel City College had a few in the student union area raising money for guide dogs. Someone was breaking them open for the quarters.”


  “The nerve. And you caught them? On a...stakeout?”


  “Piece of honey cake like Mama used to make for Hanukkah. Set up a videocam. Filmed them at midnight. Two freshmen on a beer-money cruise. Pa-bloody-thetic.”


  “The college is open all night?”


  “Sure. Cleaning staff, plus some computer labs.” He opened a pack and offered her a cigarette. She hadn’t seen an unfiltered Camel since Uncle Harold had died at eighty, a pack-a-day man for sixty years.


  “I’m no purist, but I smoke only in bed.” She left it at that, and one of Len’s unkempt eyebrows rose in polite interest. An old boyfriend once told her, to her youthful shame, that she had no mystique. What a pretentious snob he’d been, president of Mensa at the University of Toronto. Even so, how would she ever know if she’d achieved any? And who cared, anyway?


  “Let’s eat.” Len opened the boxes with a flourish. “Nigari special and California rolls.”


  Belle admired the artful arrangement of nestled rice morsels. “Sushi. Two decades to make it up from Toronto.”


  He laughed, passing a hand over his Friar Tuck head. “Should have gone FedEx. Hope it’s still okay after all those years.”


  She tried the barbecued eel, spicy and firm like chicken. The sweet rice was packed around crispy pieces of vegetable, complemented by wasabi and shaved pink ginger. Her eyes watered at the mild green paste that packed the punch of a Patriot missile.


  “So how is the investigation going?” Used to dealing with laconic Steve, a man who needed a nut-pick operation to divulge the slightest detail of an ongoing case, she levelled her gaze at him. “Or can’t you tell me?”


  He took off his thick glasses and rubbed his red, squiddish eyes. “I shouldn’t disclose anything, but Dave trusts you and the DesRosiers, so—”


  Trusts her? She must have made a good impression, despite her skepticism about private investigators. Enjoying a moment of self-satisfaction, Belle leaned forward. “You have found something!”


  He opened what looked like a recipe box and selected a handful of file cards. “First off, let’s look at the business. Did Bea get along with her employees? Nineteen out of twenty called her a saint. But...” He seemed to pause for effect, gauging her interest. “One guy wanted to start a union. Big-mouthed agitator. The Cesar Chavez of the North. Gimme a break.”


  Belle nodded. If the mighty unions couldn’t crack Wal-Mart, what chance did they have at a small family business? “I can guess. He was fired.”


  “Yowsa.” He snapped down another card, as if telling a fortune. Then he sucked his large, prominent teeth. “Sean Broughton.”


  “Sounds like a sweet and innocent Irish tenor.”


  “A real shit stirrer. He tried the same thing over at Weston and got canned there, too. Vandalized a few trucks at Bumble Bea, broke the front window, but they never proved it. I’ve been making the rounds to check his alibi that morning.”


  Belle nibbled another piece of sushi, licking a grain of rice from her lip. “Alibis. Not worth the paper they’re written on. Friends, lovers, relatives. Everyone can lie.”


  “You’re a bit cynical for a Northerner, dear lady.” He cocked his head.


  “Born and raised in Toronto.”


  He rocked back in the chair with a guffaw. “That explains it. We’re in the same metro mindset. Now that vandalism. Could be he paid an accomplice. Someone with no connection to the business. A fast and dirty hundred would buy ten minutes from a drifter hanging out at the Coulson.”


  Belle’s eyes widened with growing interest. The lumpen soldier of fortune had some savvy. She hadn’t dreamed of a disinterested second party. “I see.”


  With a sigh, Len pulled a third card. “More people to check, but it’s gonna take me a coon’s age. I’m a one-man operation, and I can’t afford help. Dave’s stretched to the max, too, poor guy. His wife’s insurance only came to ten thousand dollars. She borrowed on it for renos a couple of years ago, and the funeral cost twice that. You know those Italians. When I go, it’s gonna be generic all the way. Maybe I’ll even get composted.”


  Belle blinked, remembering the grandiose viewing at Johnson’s Boneyard. She’d been unable to attend the funeral at St. Jean de Brebeuf, Sudbury’s stateliest church, but it must have been nothing short of mayoral. Could she help? Micro would never reconcile with his stepfather unless this murder was solved. Placing a hand on the desk, she said, “As a realtor, I drive around town every day. It wouldn’t take me much time to—”


  “Would you? What a doll.” Len leaped to his feet, slightly off balance with his bum leg. He grabbed her shoulder. “Now that you’re on board, I gotta good feeling about this one.”


  As a start, he provided her with the name and particulars of the neighbour, Jean McBride, and they huddled like a football team while he mapped out strategy.


  When she got home at six, still soaked from another downpour, a twenty-dollar parking ticket festering in her pocket, Belle found an urgent message from Hélène on her answering machine.


  ELEVEN


  The DesRosiers’ six-year-old grandson in Ottawa had developed a high fever, and doctors suspected meningitis. Hélène and Ed were driving there immediately, despite the poor weather conditions, and would be away until he had passed the crisis. Could Micro stay with her? He had turned pale and quiet when they suggested that he return to Dave. No problem with school. He’d be back by five on the bus and could let himself in.


  Though she might need to reschedule a few evening commitments, Belle could refuse them nothing, so often had they come through for her. “He’s all packed and will ride over on his bike. We’ll drop off the duffle,” Hélène said, speaking rapidly as she called out directions to Ed. “I’ll keep in touch every morning. And I’ve included a cookbook. If you run short on food, my freezer is yours. I marked the meatless casseroles.”


  “Be careful on Route 17. It’s a killer.” Two women had died near Sturgeon Falls the day before when a semi-trailer had crossed the line and forced their Civic into a rock cut. Sometimes snow could be an unexpected buffer against the cruel rib bones of the North.


  Micro arrived at her door not much later, carrying a backpack, breathless but energized with new responsibilities. “Rusty’s going to stay on guard at the house,” he said as he stroked Freya, curious at the break in routine. “I’ll go back to feed her. She drinks out of the lake. Her doghouse is insulated. And I locked my bike under your deck.”


  Belle sorted out the information, massaging a crease between her eyes that might signal her anxiety. In winter, she would have insisted the dog come along. She showed Micro the sofa bed in the basement rec room, where she’d turned on the long baseboards to chase the chill. Those babies would suck back hydro like pigs at a trough of maple syrup. She pointed out the half-bath nearby and issued the usual admonitions about not flushing paper. “I know,” he said. “Aunt Hélène gave me a hassle. It’s gross, though.”


  “If you want gross, try a septic tank full of papier mâché,” she added with a grin.


  After he had settled in, she gave him a tour of her computer room, its walls lined with bookcases. “Want to play Grim Fandango?” she asked. That creative art deco style game with Death as a travel agent had captivated her with its wry wit and salsa music. Then she bit her tongue. Nice subject for a boy with a murdered mother.


  “I finished that one when I was a kid. I’m more into Myst V and Dragonshard. I brought them with me. And I get some hints from the chat lines. Is it okay if I play them?”


  Belle did an internal eye roll at the first real problem. She hadn’t discussed any Internet rules with the DesRosiers, nor did she have any locking software. Even her Sympatico e-mail brought the occasional spamwich about teenaged babes and their predilections for ungulates. “Sure. Just don’t erase anything on my hard drive. And better stay off the net until I get permission from your aunt. You’d grow old waiting for pages to load with my tin-can-and-string phone lines. No high-speed connections out here.”


  Studying the shelves with an interested gaze, he pulled out a mushroom book, turning the pages. “Crossbones. Way cool. That means poison. My friend Chris’s grandmother takes him with her to hunt them.”


  “Chill” had come and almost gone, but “cool” had mellowed like a fine Bordeaux. “I’m sure she chooses the right ones, but I wouldn’t risk it.” Micro rushed to hospital, poisoned in the woodswoman’s care.


  This emergency required a steep learning curve for an only child who’d fashioned a family from a pair of dogs, Nell the Border Collie, who died at thirteen, then Freya. If Hélène had brought a Siberian husky pack, Belle would have had them performing a ballet in minutes. As she watched him leaf through the book, she wondered if dogs and kids were similar, except that kids could talk. Fearsome difference. Her watch read eight o’clock. What was his bedtime? Did he watch much television? That was out, except for Turner Classics. Action pictures, horror or science fiction, not female weepers. How about homework?


  “Micro,” she began, standing awkwardly behind him as he replaced the mushroom book and selected The Annotated Frankenstein, opening the large coffee table book as his grin expanded. She saw a wicked set of eighteenth-century surgical implements, then a full-page dream sequence with gnarly tree roots morphing into a woman’s long hair. “I thought that I held the corpse of my dead mother in my arms,” one line said. This was no bedside reading.


  “Awesome. I did a book report on the monster. All he needed was a friend.” Belle smiled to herself at how well he had transcended the stereotype of the Karloff films. He yawned and stretched as Freya mirrored his actions in the doorway, and he focused a bit unsteadily on Belle. “I’m kind of tired. Do I have to have a bath? I’d rather read. Can I take this?”


  Belle was absorbing data like a sponge on uppers. She felt her pulse racing, the easy control of a solitary life slipping away. Too much responsibility. What if something happened to him while...She realized that her clenched mouth was making her cheek muscle ache.


  “Belle? What’s wrong?”


  She touched his thin shoulder, deceptively strong and wiry, a man under construction. “Nothing. No bath. Take a shower upstairs in the morning.” She rapped her temple with the butt of her hand, trying to recall Hélène’s rapid-fire instructions. No one could talk faster than an Italian. “Hold on. We’d better settle something now. How are you going to get to school again? I should know, but remind me.”


  He answered in a confident, logical flow chart. “A bus lady from the Catholic schools lives down the road. Aunt Hélène already called and told her to stop here. Seven thirty sharp. They’ll leave me at St. Charles on Falconbridge Highway, the last catchment spot, and a taxi will take me to St. Francis.”


  Catchment. She was learning a new word every ten minutes. Belle went to bed wondering what might happen tomorrow, her sense of security sent spinning. Waking at midnight with an anxious bladder, she yanked herself over the edge of the waterbed, reluctant to leave its rolling warmth. Freya was gone, her sheepskin cold. Grumbling, she flicked on the lights, hit the bathroom, then crept down the carpeted stairs to the first floor, tiptoeing to the basement. With a brilliant pocked pumpkin moon gleaming through the windows, she could see the dog curled up with Micro in a snoring competition on the sofa bed.


  Belle was up at 6:05 a.m. with one snooze alarm, pouring coffee in the kitchen as the sky reddened petticoat streaks above the far hills toward Outlet Bay. Sailors take warning. Rain trickled down her windows. Water covered her narrow sand beach and was lapping over the second stair of the railroad-tie retaining wall. Two feet higher than in May. Her rockwall was nearly submerged, including Big Marie, a five-foot boulder that had challenged the abilities of the hundred-dollar-an-hour backhoe operator.


  Hélène called at six thirty, weary but positive. Their grandson was still in intensive care, treatment pending the results of a barrage of tests. “If he’s as tough as you two, he’s bound to rally,” Belle said before they hung up. Then she realized that she had forgotten to ask about Internet access.


  She drummed her fingers on the fridge door. Would Micro drink chocolate soy milk? Eat cheese and eggs and English muffins? No peanut butter or jelly. Not a flake of cereal passed her lips. Cold breakfasts left her the same way. Just her luck that he’d want something exotic like Count Chocula...or Frankenberries. If he was insistent, they could always make a dawn raid on the DesRosiers’ cupboards.


  She heard the water pump hum into action as the toilet flushed downstairs. Barefoot, Micro came into the kitchen, dressed in long black silk boxers and a black t-shirt, a change of clothes over his arm, his thick lashes heavy with sleep. “Freya wanted out,” he said. “She was standing at the door. She’s a great dog. A lot smarter than Buffalo. But I miss him.”


  “Good man. I put more towels for you in this bathroom.” Then she raised her eyebrow. “Plenty of time for a shower.”


  He nodded and padded out. She had forgotten how groggy kids were in the morning. A hyper child, she had rarely slept well, and sometimes her father, the designated dresser, had come in to attach one sock, then the next as she dozed in bed. That was why she never begrudged him a second of care. When she’d been a baby, he had nearly pinned her chubby thigh to a diaper, but at least he had made the effort in a time when men left nurturing tasks to their wives.


  Twenty minutes later, Micro emerged in clean pants and a cotton pullover. Belle crouched at the woodstove in the living room, shovelling out ashes. She looked up with a grin and handed him an insulated gauntlet. “Want to make yourself useful, as my mother used to say? Take this bucket outside to the parking area. Even with all this rain, I can’t dump ashes in the bush until they’re totally dead. Be really careful not to spill them down the hall or onto yourself.”


  While she was still crumpling papers, Micro returned to warm his hands by the stove. “You heat the whole place with this?”


  She urged the fire into action, adding cardboard, kindling, then a couple of maple pieces, letting her rip. The cascading crackles in the pipe told her that creosote was building up. No time for a lazy-man’s controlled chimney fire now. This weekend maybe she’d play it safe and climb onto the roof with her Roto-rooter brushes.


  Checking the keys for the draft, she laughed. “Propane is my backup. The furnace goes on until I get this going in the morning. Once I get the stove charged, it’s good for the day.”


  He wiped his face. “It’s really warm. No sweaters like at home. You could wear a bathing suit.”


  Refilling her coffee as he settled at the kitchen table, she asked, “OJ? And what else do you...drink?”


  He assumed an offhand look and pursed his lips. “Oh, coffee. Lots of milk. Mom calls it a latte.”


  Mom calls it. His heart hadn’t accepted what his mind understood. She was no psychologist, but she judged this as a normal response. One day at a time.


  A toasted English muffin with aged cheddar cheese worked for both of them. Warming milk for the latte and pouring out the juice, she felt strangely awkward, compelled to keep making conversation with her guest, yet wondering if he preferred a quiet early morning as she did.


  Noticing the time approaching the magic seven thirty, she stood up suddenly as she remembered another duty. “Lunch? I don’t know what I...”


  Swallowing the last bite of muffin and blotting his mouth with a serviette, he waved his hand. “No problem. We have a caf at school.” As if to anticipate her next question, he pulled out a small Velcro wallet and pointed to a bank card. “I have my own account from the websites I’ve made. I’ve saved over two thousand dollars for university.”


  Belle nodded, impressed. “I hope you have that invested. Savings accounts pay pennies these days with low inflation.” She explained the advantages of money-market accounts and mutual funds.


  “What’s ‘liquidity’ mean?”


  At the office, Miriam had booked off with a migraine, but the phone didn’t ring, and no one walked in the door. As she left work late that afternoon, Belle did some studious shopping, having consulted the cookbook that arrived with Micro: Where’s the Meat? was a sensible manual for parents with vegetarian children. What she needed was Precocious Child-Rearing for Dummies, complete with self-correcting exercises. By the time she was home, he was cycling back from feeding Rusty.


  “Now about dinner,” she began hesitantly as he climbed to the deck, the key to his aunt’s house on a string around his neck. “Refried-bean-and-cheese burritos okay? Fresh tomatoes from my garden.”


  “I can make real rice in the microwave to complete the nutrition triangle. It always comes out perfect. Mom taught me a few tricks in the kitchen.” His voice was bittersweet, but that was the second time he had mentioned Bea, a healthy start in resuming his life.


  She felt like touching his hand, which rested on the deck rail like an innocent brown mouse. “I liked her very much, Micro. She was a great lady. Not every woman can run a successful business and handle a family at the same time.” Too sexist, she thought, adding, “Nor can a man.”


  “My dad was a doctor,” he said with a wistful expression. “I wish I could be like him, help people, but I’m more into computers.”


  “Computers help people all the time. Hospitals and labs couldn’t run without them. And children don’t always follow the family profession,” she said. Then she explained her father’s job as a film booker, and Micro’s eyes glinted with flecks of gold in the autumn sun falling behind the purple western hills. “You got free passes to every show in town? Wow! I bet everyone wanted to be your friend.”


  TWELVE


  On Saturday, Belle had a viewing in Mallard’s Green subdivision south of town. Since Micro said that his best pal Chris Forth wanted to see the new Vin Diesel action picture, he drove in with her. So far she appreciated three things about the boy: he was quiet, he was a quick learner, and he never complained that he was bored, an annoying adolescent trait. As they bumped over the former rail crossing near the beginning of her road, he asked, “No trains any more? I remember seeing tracks here.”


  She explained that as competition from truck traffic eliminated unprofitable routes, the rails had been lifted a few years ago, leaving a raised path of dark slag. “This is now part of the TransCanada Trail,” she said, pointing east. “That way leads to the Ashigami Lake area and eventually into Temagami, with its magnificent virgin pines.” She noticed that he giggled at the last few words, but left him his joke. Explaining the mysteries of sex was not in her job description. “Bikers use it, horseback riders and snowmobiles and quads, too.” Purists in southern Ontario, happy to make choices for their northern brethren, wanted motorized vehicles banned, but remote wilderness regions needed both. Sudbury bridged the gap.


  She slowed at the dip by Philosopher’s Pond, one of many kettle lakes left by the last glacier, and began to climb the steep hill toward the mailboxes. “If you sponsor parts of the trail, your name goes on a kiosk. I bought three metres in Saskatchewan for my mother. She was born in Saskatoon.”


  His eyes sparkled at the idea. “How much?”


  “It used to be less, but the current rate is seventy-five dollars a metre.”


  “Hiking is neat. My dad took me to Windy Lake, and we did the 10 K trail.” Then his voice softened. “That was the summer he and my sister...” He rested his head against the window.


  At a bungalow on Churchill Drive in New Sudbury, they picked up Chris, a sweet blond boy, towering over Micro, with a winning smile, the usual baggy jeans, sweatshirt and a Jays cap on backwards. “Nice to meet you,” his mother Penny said as she waved them off and a middle-aged woman scissored herself out of a car and limped to the door. Chris explained that Penny was a registered massage therapist who worked out of her home and was studying to be a doctor. “And she’s forty-five!” Chris said as his mother groaned and mimed a swat.


  Then they took Barrydowne Road to nearby Silver City on the Kingsway, a megatheatre with fifteen screens. Belle had been there only once. She preferred to remember sitting at the top of the second balcony in the old Uptown, one of Toronto’s stately queens built in 1920 in the days when the building itself entertained.


  The boys were arguing in the back, some obscure point in Lord of the Rings. “No, Sauron was—”


  “Was not. Don’t you remember...”


  Belle tuned out the din. One boy, peace. Two boys, all hell breaks loose. Then, despite her efforts, she heard a word which hit like a slap. “You retard!” The van rocked as they shoved each other.


  She pulled into Midas Muffler, stopped, and leaned over the seat, arching one eyebrow until it ached. This last gesture got their attention. “Retardation is a medical condition, nothing to joke about. My cousin Nick has...Down’s Syndrome. He’s the dearest person in the world.”


  Chris said with a stricken voice, “But we...”


  Micro added, “We’re sorry. We didn’t know.”


  “Next time amaze your friends and use a more creative word. ‘Buffoon,’ ‘bumpkin,’ ‘clod.’ ‘Jerk’ is short and effective.” They settled down, probably wondering if she were going to cancel the show. Belle stifled a chuckle. A lie about “Nick,” of course, but it brought home the concept. She wasn’t guiltless. When she had been their age, the insult du jour was “spastic” or “spas”. Her purple-inked diary a la Mary Astor had fifty variations, including “spasmopolitan”.


  At the theatre entrance, eyeballing the times, Belle opened her wallet and pulled out forty dollars as their faces broke into smiles. “My treat. Play some video games in the lobby afterwards if I’m not back exactly at five.” She aimed a finger like a gun. “And not too much popcorn or candy,” she added. Setting limits would be expected. She hadn’t known Bea, but she’d bet the woman knew where to draw the line in the shifting sands of youth.


  The showing at Mallard’s Green went well. Belle hosted ten people. Just in time to prevent a major mudslide from the constant rain, the quick-fix sodding and mature mugho pines and junipers from Hollandia Nursery Landscaping had transformed the handsome new brick model with double garage into an established home. Two couples said that they were definitely interested and would call Monday with an offer.


  “Yessssss!” she yelled to herself at 4:45 as she packed her attaché case. No problem vetting. One couple drove an Infiniti, the other a Jaguar. They could play off against each other and better the builder’s price; $275,000 wasn’t chump change. Costa Rican cloud forest on the horizon. A new fridge with a pull-out bottom freezer to replace the shuddering cottage orphan.


  She had noticed through the early afternoon that the wind had picked up, blowing plastic bags across the lawn. The day had been overcast, and she had watched a woman walking a brindle boxer and struggling with a broken umbrella. The more sheltered streets of a city gave a false sense of security. As she entered the van and paused to wipe her glasses, she knew Wapiti would be a raging monster if this continued. She felt like buying dynamite, driving to Outlet Bay, and blasting the dam wide open. Tough luck, cottagers downstream. Why didn’t man leave Mother Nature alone?


  As she crossed town, stoplights cha-cha’d in wild abandon. This wasn’t hurricane country, but close enough. Hazel and Connie had rampaged through Ontario decades ago. The radio was reporting flooded camps along the rivers which fed Lake Nipissing. The boys were waiting on the steps of Silver City, pointing at paper cups and wrappers soaring forty feet into the air. Excitement lit their faces, another video game, but with deadly potential.


  After they’d dropped Chris off, Micro got into the front and described his favourite “FX,” mainly a car chase, which he orchestrated in detail. Instead of listening, Belle was fixated on the road. They swept through foot-deep puddles in Garson as the sewers jammed, sending wings of gritty spray onto the empty sidewalks. After the van hydroplaned as she navigated Radar Road, a cross-draft sent them over the centre line on the high hill of the airport approach, narrowly missing a taxi. Rain spattered the windshield and greased the asphalt. Her wipers were set to max, frantically clearing the water. She glanced over with relief to see that Micro wore his belt. Some mother. She hadn’t even reminded him. How many second chances did she deserve?


  At the mailboxes at her turn, the deluge was so paralyzing that she paused for ten minutes to let the worst of the storm pass. Micro’s eyes were wide as platters. “Is this a hurricane?”


  “Near enough. Keep an eye out ahead for me.”


  As they finally proceeded along Edgewater Road, plastic trash cans from garbage collection day rolled like bowling balls. She bashed one, sending it spinning into the bush. “Should we get out to—” Micro asked.


  “Let the drivers beware. We need to get home. I’ve been watching a leaning cedar for some time. This could be its final hour.”


  They pulled into the yard as gale-force blasts from the treacherous northwest lashed the bloated lake against her rock wall. Silvery spume flew thirty feet in the air. Micro stepped from the van with his mouth open, wiping his eyes.


  “Let Freya out.” She walked toward the fatal tree near the property line with the McNairs. Now cracked vertically at the base, it leaned against a smaller cedar, the sole barrier shielding it from the hydro and phone lines which led across the parking lot, over the deck and into the house. Her eyes teared from the buffeting wind as Micro returned with Freya. Even the dog’s wise old black brows circumflexed in fear. Always cool in a crisis, she’d ridden out many a storm by hunkering down in a tent with her mistress. Many dogs would have blasted through the sides of the flimsy shelter when a lightning bolt hit nearby.


  Belle pointed to the tree. “I’ve got to call someone to come out and cut this son of a...gun. Take the dog in when she’s finished. And we should check your house, too.” An odd statement. His house. As if he had always lived down the road. In a short time, she’d grown used to having him around, like a brother or, she realized, a son.


  Inside, sifting the white pages, she punched in the emergency number, rolling through ridiculous menus, chewing her lip as the time passed. The wind roared like a banshee, sucking drafts up the stovepipe and rattling the windows. She heard the door open and close as Micro and Freya returned, the dog’s chain collar clinking as she shook herself dry. “Hey, I’m already wet enough, girl,” he said with a laugh.


  Finally, a human voice answered. “Your number shows that you are in the Sudbury region.”


  Was this call outsourced to Bangladesh? Furious, she managed even tones. No use letting them think a hysterical woman was exaggerating a harmless predicament. “Yes. Edgewater Road. A fallen tree is threatening my power line. I need a crew out here. Pronto.”


  The robotic voice seemed to select sentences from a training manual. “Is the tree in question in contact with your lines?”


  “Tree in...no, but we’re having a terrible storm, and it—”


  “Sorry, but you will have to call a tree service. Unless the...not responsible for...” The woman had perfected the art of governmentese.


  “But I—”


  “Hydro One has over 122,000 kilometres of power lines. Our priorities dictate that—”


  Belle hung up with a growl and charged out onto the deck, feeling like the beleaguered captain of the Edmund Fitzgerald. The master-suite balcony above her gave feeble shelter in the ferocious gusts. The sweet little fir that she’d saved from the axe when she built loomed up in front of the deck, its branches heaving like a beast. Her poplar grove beside the boathouse thrashed in riotous disarray. To the right, a greenbelt, she wasn’t worried. Those trees would fall away from her property. She stared in mute amazement at the valiant rockwall, bracing against waves advancing in huge swells like a relentless army, every seventh whitecap a monstrous blow. Her neighbours had lost their dock and front grass last year. Anyone who thought living on waterfront property was paradise should witness this. Or maybe not. If they did, she’d never sell another cottage.


  In a realtime FX, she saw her twenty-foot dock system, from the boathouse to the crib carrying the satellite dish, lifting off as neatly as sliced layer cake. The massive structure was floating free, tethered only by the dollar-a-foot umbilical cord of coaxial cable. Back and forth it rolled as she watched in helpless horror. Into the bay, then toward the boathouse, a lifeless thing powered by the force of ten locomotives. In minutes it would smash the building to pieces. Her insurance company would never pay. God’s will. Hydro’s will. The mysterious keeper of the dam was probably watching CTV as he enjoyed his dinner.


  Micro came to her side, wiping rain from his face. She placed a hand on his shoulder, trying to keep panic from her voice, fighting back tears as she watched her world explode. “What happened?” he asked.


  “The dock’s old. It came apart. I have to cut that cable and send it away from the boathouse. Go back inside before you get drenched.”


  She ran down the stairs, soaked in seconds by the downpour, grabbing an axe propped beside the woodpile. Then she stood stupidly, assessing the logistics. Can’t chop through water. Entering the boathouse, she rummaged in her toolboxes for the sheet-metal shears.


  Standing on the breakfront which overlooked her beach, she shook her head at the bitter realities, taking off her useless glasses and pocketing them. What seemed possible from the deck looked suicidal up-close. She’d have to wade into freezing water, avoiding at her peril the lurching dock, which could pin her against the rock base and squeeze her like a slug. As the wooden whale returned, moving its bulk in surprising ease, it knocked against one of the huge creosoted beams which anchored the building. The boathouse shuddered like a wounded mammoth. Belle gasped. Another assault would leave a pile of pick-up sticks. For once she wished for the muscles of a man and a warm dive suit. The dock was toast, but the boathouse still stood, the greater investment. She’d call Johnny Salvalaggio, her handyman. Perhaps he could also cut the tree, though without a cherry picker, a dangerous chore in the wind.


  Throwing down the shears with a “hostie,” she went inside and dialled, finding his line busy. Too much to hope that Charlton Heston’s magical Moses hand would gesture across Wapiti and still the waters. Then through the windows she imagined she saw movement on the retaining wall. She blinked and took another look. A small form jumped onto the beach and waded into the bay.


  Belle left the house on a run, down the stairs, waving her hands, slipping on the bottom platform and sprawling across the lawn. “Micro! Come back!”


  The howling wind tossed her words into her face. The boy’s clothes nearly pulled him under as he urged himself toward the cable, the wooden platform shifting to the right. Another barrage of water hit the wall, hiding him for a moment as it crashed down. She jumped onto the sand, wading in, stumbling to her knees on the mossy stones, reaching out her hand. Then she saw the snips flash and flash again. Now detached, the dock floated off, lodging in a rocky shallows, harmless at last.


  They walked down the beach and climbed to the grass, huddling like soaked rats. He handed her the snips as she looked at him with a mixture of fury and admiration, searching his face for bruises. The green eyes were cool and clear. “You could have killed yourself...and Hélène would have murdered me.” And Dave? His stepson had been parked with a lunatic. This was one story that would never be told, except in a sanitized version. Already she began drafting a conspiracy of silence for their partnership.


  He was making a valiant effort not to shiver, losing the battle as his soft lips quivered. She hugged his small frame, and they made their way up the patio-stone path to the basement, where Freya paced nervously behind the glass doors. “I want you up to your neck in a hot bath while I make some cocoa.”


  His chattering teeth made no reply as they climbed to the main floor. Belle knew how icy that water was. Only in a two-week window at the end of July did she dare swim in her bay. Micro might have suffered respiratory failure from shock the minute the water reached his waist. If she hadn’t been in triage mode, she might have pulled a scene-stealing swoon.


  The woodstove could wait, damn the cost of propane. She switched on the furnace, heard its ignition and felt the warm rush of air. She dried off and changed into jeans and a sweater. Meanwhile she heard him splashing in the tub, while she hauled blankets and a heating pad to the TV room, making a nest. Tomorrow when she got Johnny for the tree, she’d tell him to arrange for a backhoe to relocate the dock to a burn pile at the water’s edge. She should have replaced the monster long ago, but built by a mine foreman with access to “free” supplies, it was full of ten-inch spikes and built with timbers from grandfather pines. It was forty-six years old, a kindred spirit. Still, this was going to cost. Repairs were impossible until spring, when the lake was frozen and the bay dry for a few crucial days.


  Micro emerged in his pyjamas, a sheepish look on his mild brown face. Was that café au lait a bit heavy on the lait? “No TV. The dish is defunct.” She settled him into the pasha chair with the Frankenstein book and a mug of cocoa. In the kitchen, she whipped up comfort food for soaked vegetarians: tomato soup and grilled cheese.


  He adapted easily to her habit of dinner Roman style on lounges. They ate ravenously. After she’d taken out the plates and loaded the dishwasher, she returned to shuffle through a pile of videotapes. Hitler’s Children might give him a window on teen life in a fascist society where young minds were poisoned early. The timely film of 1942, which beat out RKO’s King Kong for top grosser, was shameless propaganda. Tim Holt played a young storm trooper struggling with his love for Bonita Granville, his childhood sweetheart. The grim climax pulled no punches and included a flogging in a concentration camp. Swastikas filled the screen, jackboots marched, and children turned in their parents. Too violent? A cakewalk next to the Rings films. Halfway through, she glanced over, surprised to see a tear on his face.


  “Want to cut out of this? How about John Wayne in Rio Bravo? It’s a western,” she added, mindful of the age gap. He’d probably never heard of the Duke.


  He shook his head, eyes downcast. “I did it.”


  “Did what?”


  “Painted those swastikas at the old people’s home.”


  Belle’s spine stiffened as she remembered what Steve had said about the vandalism at the Ukrainian Seniors’ Centre. “Do you understand what that symbol meant? Do you take world history?”


  “Not until high school.” He sighed. “It was Tom Beerchuk’s idea. He bought the spray cans. Called me a chicken. I went along, and painted one, but it didn’t feel right. He was a...a...jerk.”


  Belle felt herself at an unusual loss for words. She tried to put herself in the place of someone for whom wars were a media event, like the charge of tanks across the Iraqi desert. George Bush, with modern psychological noise tactics, could have blasted Celine Dion’s version of “I Drove All Night” as the troops moved toward Baghdad while Wolf Blitzer narrated.


  She watched him sink into the pile of blankets. Despite his heroics and intelligence, he was a boy new to the complexities of emotional maturity. To him Hitler was a cartoon figure knocking down bodies that popped up again like Wiley E. Coyote. “A swastika meant death to millions and still traumatizes those who starved or lost their families in the concentration camps,” she finally said.


  Maybe she should introduce him to Jesse, her Jewish friend, who’d escaped Germany as a girl. She leaned back and tried to remember life at twelve. One image came to mind, and she flushed with guilt as childish laughter on dark streets and the feel of a cake of soap returned in fractured images. “I can’t be too hard on you, Micro. In seventh grade...” One Hallowe’en, long past the costume stage, she and a thrill-seeking friend had drawn swastikas on car windows. She shivered as the wind battered on. “I’d heard about the Nazis in silly songs. I didn’t know the facts.” Her weapon was soap, easy to remove, but the result was as cruel.


  “Am I going to go to jail?” His voice quavered, and he nuzzled his sleeve.


  This was a secret which couldn’t be kept. The difference was clear. She went to the bathroom and returned with a mound of tissues. “It’s a first step to accept the responsibility like a man. You’ll have to pay for the cost of removing the paint, and maybe do some community service at the Ukrainian home. Like raking leaves or cleaning up. But I hope you’ll talk to the elders. I can make the arrangements, pave the way.”


  He pooched out his bottom lip. “They’ll hate me.”


  “Nothing is more lovable than a reformed sinner, Micro.” She paused. She was to blame tonight for not keeping an eye on him. “And about the dock. Best not say anything, or I’ll get into plenty of trouble, my friend.”


  He smiled and nodded, pulling up the blankets as his eyes started to close. An early bed was the best idea, she thought. That cold would have sapped an adult with ample body fat. As she got up to turn off the TV, an ear-splitting crack made them jump, and the room went black. Though she feared the worst, Belle put a hand on his arm. “I’ll get the flashlights. Power outages happen several times a year here. At least it’s not -35°C. And we’re not shampooing our hair. And there’s plenty of Kraft Dinner.”


  She felt along the hall to the closet by the entrance where she kept her emergency gear: Coleman lanterns, stove and propane canisters. Flicking on a flashlight, with caution and apprehension she opened the door to the deck, closing it quickly in reflex action, her mind assessing immediate danger. The damn cedar had fallen across the lines and into the yard. Live wires snapped and sizzled red sparks across the deck like a diabolic whip. If she’d been touching the metal screen door, she might have been electrocuted.


  Grabbing her coat and keys, Belle fumbled her way to the TV room, the beam playing on Micro’s questioning face as she handed him another flashlight. “Get dressed and get your school things. The hydro’s down across the deck, and we have to leave by the basement door. We’ll head around the far side of the house, and if the van’s clear, go down to your place.”


  Minutes later, holding Freya’s collar, she led Micro to the van, a safe distance from the wires. Soon they were at the DesRosiers’, and she was on the phone punching menus. Groundhog Day. The same woman answered.


  “Me again. Hate to be a nag, but that tree has taken the wires. Your refusal to come out earlier nearly fried three of us, including a child.” She gave both addresses and numbers. Crews all over Northern Ontario were in the field. Help wouldn’t arrive until morning, if they were lucky.


  THIRTEEN


  Belle’s eyes snapped open at 5:55 a.m. in the strange bed, an innerspring horror, sagging like a swayback horse. The DesRosiers’ marriage must be ironclad. She’d been crawling up the sides all night. The bird clock in the kitchen, a different trill, peep or hoot every hour, had kept her awake. Using the number Hélène had given her, she learned that Ottawa had received the tail end of the storm. Belle downplayed their situation.


  “Those scoundrels at Hydro One,” Hélène said. “We have to pay off the debt they accumulated, giving mismanagement a golden parachute, and they leave us freezing in the dark. I hope you slept well in our bed. There were extra blankets in the linen closet. Isn’t that bird clock a scream?”


  “You bet.” Belle passed over the phone, nodded, and Micro delivered a perfect scenario, excitement without danger, and certainly no boys in icy bays.


  The DesRosiers were returning tomorrow, now that the crisis with their grandson had passed. A bladder infection had led to the same blood poisoning that had killed Muppeteer Jim Hanson. Massive antibiotics had stabilized the youngster, and he was eating for two.


  After a breakfast of corn flakes, Belle watched Micro shoulder his backpack, his quick stride marching off to conquer the day with the optimism of youth. She’d miss his natural curiosity and winsome presence. “This weekend we can check out a heronry. The birds are gone now, but the nests are still there. Big guys.” She spread her arms to demonstrate the wingspan.


  “Uncle Ed has binoculars. I’ll bring them.”


  “To get there, we go through an old maple syrup tapping area. You can see the rusted pots and pans.”


  He nodded in enthusiasm. So many places to take him, things to teach him. Leaves of three, let them be. White pines have five needles, five letters. Solomon’s seal, false vs. real. Now she realized, despite Freya’s companionship, the delights of being the mentor of an appreciative pupil. One impulse in a vernal wood. “It’s a date, then.”


  She paused about the day’s logistics, wondering what mothers of six did. “Here’s my cellphone number. I’ll stay until help comes, but later I could be out of the office. If you don’t see the van at my place, come back here. The repair crew might be on Manitoulin time,” she said, referring to the sleepy island community west of Sudbury as she passed him a slip of paper.


  A man from Hydro One called around nine to tell her that with luck, they’d be finished by two. “Lucky the pole didn’t snap, lady. That would be a hell of a job, digging around in this rock.”


  When she arrived at work, Miriam was starting a second pot of coffee. “What a storm. Branches are down all over town. A monster in my parking lot just missed the Jetta.”


  Belle related their terrors of the day before. “You could have been electrocuted,” her cohort said, her face paling and her hand on her ample chest.


  “You don’t know the half of it.” Belle took the chance of telling her about Micro’s swim.


  “Kids!” Miriam said with a wave of exasperation from one long in the trenches. “I’ve been telling you for years why my hair went grey at thirty-five, thanks to Rosanne and her shenanigans, not to mention my ex-husband. Jack never did grow up. Calice. That’s part of his charm.”


  Swinging over to do a routine appraisal for an apartment building on Westmount, a lucrative assignment, Belle worked through lunch, made more calls and was free by three to talk to Jean McBride, Bea’s hearing-impaired neighbour. Not totally deaf, she assumed, hoping she wouldn’t need an interpreter from the Sign Language Program at Nickel City College. Len had told her that the woman never answered her phone and rarely went out, getting groceries delivered.


  Jean’s keyhole property, likely one of the original summer camps on Lake Ramsey, lay on the other side of a thick hedge bordering Bea’s secret garden. The property to the left was a three-storey apartment building which loomed over the cottage like a colossus, another zoning fiasco or perhaps money greasing palms. Belle walked up the neat pebble path to a Seven Dwarves cottage, lacking only a thatched roof, and darkened by two massive blue spruce. Bird feeders and driftwood sculptures dotted the tiny yard in the midst of variegated hostas, Clintonia blue beads, rose twisted stalk, and lilies of the valley, wisely chosen shade-loving plants. The rounded front door, newly varnished, had a medieval grill covering an octagonal window. She knocked with the little brass lion head...and knocked...and knocked. Perhaps Jean was outside. Belle followed a narrow walkway which led behind the house.


  In the minuscule backyard fringed with reddening sumac bushes and their soft purple cones, she saw a tiny person kneeling, dressed in an oversized man’s shirt and jeans, digging compost into a vegetable bed, sparing a corner chive patch with its clovery mauve blooms. Belle hallooed as she approached, wary of startling the elderly woman.


  “Miss McBride,” she said three times, then yelling above the curly silver hair pinked with scalp.


  The woman turned, peering up at her with bright eyes set like blueberries in a muffin face. Slowly she rose, bracing herself on the hand trowel. With her knee pads, she resembled a superannuated hockey player. “What’s all the noise about? State your business. And no, I don’t want to sell. Damn realtors hound you to your grave. That one with the Dolly Parton hair pesters me every May. Who needs a calendar?”


  Swallowing a grin about Cynthia Cryderman’s perseverance, Belle took a seat on a stump and explained her mission.


  Jean’s prickliness eased, now relaxed in a wicker chair, knobby hands folded in her lap. “A nice boy, young Michael. Bea sent him over every Friday with a pie. Not much left of that family now. And Dr. Bustamante always made house calls when I had the pneumonia. Dave was too busy to even chat over the hedge. I saw the whole thing happen.”


  Belle shifted on her perch, working around a splinter. “What whole thing?”


  Jean rose, her legs stiff with arthritis, coughing into her hand. “The old pump needs a bit of priming. I’ll be back in a jiffy with a pot of tea strong enough to trot a mouse.”


  Gallop was more like it. Ten minutes later, Belle poured on the cream and waited for the woman to continue. Old folk living alone traded information for entertainment, and she didn’t begrudge them fair exchange.


  “Now where was I? Cobwebs, be gone. Oh, the accident. There they were on a fine summer morning, sitting peaceful in the canoe, little Molly with a fishing line and Michael helping her put on the bait. She was squeamish like kids are, girls especially. Then out of nowhere, that stupid speedboat.” Sorrow creased her pale face, papery as a hydrangea.


  Even sixty-four-square-mile Lake Wapiti could be crossed in minutes by a behemoth with GMC engines throbbing under the deck in a hundred-thousand-dollar orgasm. How many times had Belle’s canoe nearly been swamped when returning from a peaceful voyage to Flowergull Island?


  “Gave the damn fool ten years for manslaughter and other reckless charges. Hear he got out this spring. These parole boards are criminal in their leniency. And what’s more, a friend of mine who knows his family says he blamed the poor folk he killed for robbing him of his prime.” She barked a laugh of outrage.


  While Belle filed another suspect away in her memory bank, she coaxed Jean back to the present with a few gentle verbal prods. The old woman related what she’d heard or seen the day of Bea’s death, namely nothing. She’d been in bed with a perishing cold, watching a mind-numbing cycle of talk shows. “Oprah’s the only one worth a hill of beans. Yanks had any sense, they’d run her for VP alongside Hillary.”


  “I agree. Women need their own chance to ruin the country.”


  Jean clucked her tongue and rapped Belle’s knee. “Oh, you.”


  As Belle thanked her and turned to go, Jean cocked her head and placed a finger on her blunt nose, Columbo-style. “There is one odd thing. Putting away my garden for the winter, I found a bone last week smack dab in my peony bed.”


  “A bone? Human?” Belle felt a warning frisson. Bones and the bush, yes, often a hundred years old, lost hunters, injured prospectors, First Nations casualties. Bones and the city, no moss there.


  “ ’Course not. Father was a chiropractor, and he made us recognize all 206 parts of the skeleton. We start out with plenty more, but the little guys fuse.” She pointed to her knee. “What’s this?”


  Belle played along. “Patella.”


  “And this?” She touched her thicker, shorter arm bone.


  Belle ceded the game though the answer was obvious. “I give up.”


  “Radius. Now you’ve learned something.” She ambled to a garbage can, opened it and retrieved a giant bovine knucklebone. “My clever little foxes must have scavenged it up from that Buffalo’s dog house. Dirty bugger. Got loose and pooped on my pachysandra.” She pointed to the edge of the Malanuk property.


  Belle examined it. Whistle clean. But there were gnawed abrasions. Small incisors and large canines. As the sun dipped, she rotated it for better light. One tooth mark was chipped. Didn’t Buffalo have a broken incisor? “May I take it?”


  “If you’re desperate for soup, be my guest. I’ll get a bag.” The twinkle in Jean’s faded hazel eyes revealed a dry sense of humour.


  Driving home, Belle wondered if the bone had been heavy with meat, according to her original theory. Would it have been possible to soak it with something to put the dog to sleep for a short time? Was there enough residue for a test? She called Steve on her cell, but voice mail said that he was away for the week. Damn. Another bone to pick. And what about that recently released killer, full of anger and possible revenge? She hadn’t even gotten his name. Some sleuth.


  When Belle arrived home a bit later than usual, she saw the wires back up and Micro’s bike by her deck, endearing symbol of a soul. People too crass to mind their own business always asked why she’d never married, never had children, though the two weren’t inseparable. An angled eyebrow usually squelched the questions. Genes and upbringing had worked a tight combination. Her mother had taken eight years to produce her. Not the warm, sitcom type, but a dedicated career woman, she never cooed at babies, never asked Belle “when”. Her father would have enjoyed spoiling ten, but it wasn’t up to him. Belle also recalled the personal hells her friends had suffered with their little replications: credit card theft, drugs, stints at Cecil Facer Youth Centre, the spectre of pregnancy, even HIV/AIDS. His one indiscretion aside, Micro was a sweet miracle, but how many young princes walked the earth? Then she thought again. “Indiscretion” was hardly the word for vandalism. How easy to rationalize when you cared for someone. Breaking out of her reverie, she noticed thick black smoke pouring from the chimney instead of the light grey trace of a low fire. Had he been fooling with the stove?


  Up the stairs she went two at a time, banged through the door, tripping over Freya, rushing on with an aching wrist. In the living room, a soft womp-woof was issuing from the cherry red pipe. The stove keys were wide open, and all of her cardboard, charred history. The cast-iron pot of water on top for humidity had boiled dry. Quickly she twirled the keys shut and waited, her hands shaking as she monitored the burn, eying the extinguisher in the corner. How many years since she’d had it recharged? Without air, the fire soon died. She inspected the twelve-foot pipe for damage, tapping it with a poker and listening like a piano tuner. Safe enough. Then she turned with narrowed eyes. That pot had cost fifty dollars. If it cracked...


  She found him in the computer room, immersed in Lara Croft, Tomb Raider 2. Jungle tom-toms duelled with the rising blood pressure beating in her ear drums. As Micro mowed down a trio of trolls, she punched off the speakers. He looked up, laughing. “Hey, Belle. Sorry about the sound. I’ll turn it down. How about this chain gun? See what—”


  “Come, please,” she said, and he followed, his face confused at her clipped tones.


  Before the stove, a silent witness, he stood quietly, his face milk-mild except for a nervous twitch in one eye. “Didn’t I load it right? I watched you. And I got rid of all that—”


  “Micro.” She blew out a deep sigh, rolled her head to relax, a weight-room cliché. The temperature was nearly 33°C, Phoenix in Northern Ontario. “You started a chimney fire. The room could have ignited at those temperatures.” She pointed to the honey-pine cathedral ceiling, the black pipe joining the shiny insulated chimney that went through the roof. “You and Freya would have escaped, but my house would have been a pile of ashes.”


  He lowered his head, Freya’s gesture when caught eating birch bark or a rotten mushroom. “I’m sorry. We weren’t here last night, and there was no fire. I wanted to make it warm for you when you got home. You didn’t tell me not to. Is it okay now? Are you going to tell Aunt Hélène?”


  “Probably. I’m thinking about it.” Only one sentence lingered from his apology. You didn’t tell me not to. Now there was a concept worthy of a marble inscription. She willed her heart to drop from bass to snare. Surely she’d come out of this a better person, if she lived.


  He turned away and said so quietly that she bent to hear, “I brought you something I made in art class.”


  On the kitchen table sat a brown ceramic bear about two inches high, in credible detail, glazed carefully, its black button eyes glistening.


  “It’s beautiful,” she said, picking it up. He nodded and shuffled to the computer room, where she heard the machine shut off. Belle took another spin on the emotional roller coaster of child care. Now she felt guilty. He’d only been trying to help.


  Their dinner of meatless chili and cornbread was punctuated by periods of silence. Hoping to show a positive side of the other night’s theme, she played Edge of Darkness with Errol Flynn fighting Nazis in Norway. Belle had been fond of the mustachioed Tasmanian devil and his derring-do, even if he porked up at the end and started dating a jail-bait blonde, Beverly Aadland. Who else would title his autobiography My Wicked, Wicked Ways? Micro kept quiet, but his body language showed that he followed the action with interest. His small fists gripped the chair arms during the tense chase scenes.


  The next morning she waved him off to the bus. “Your aunt and uncle will be home by noon. They can come back for your duffle. The door’s always open.” She wanted him to assume both meanings.


  “Thanks, Belle. I’m sorry about...everything.” Did one handsome little lip tremble as he turned to trot off at the bus lady’s annoyed toot? That a small boy would be so universally sorry this early in his life left her sure that discipline was a necessary but ever-evolving torture. As the bus pulled away, she remembered that she had forgotten to mention the ceramic bear.


  At the office, she called Len about the bone. “I’ve got it in a paper bag,” she said, explaining the details. Steve had told her about the perils of plastic for evidence preservation.


  “Good show,” he said. “We need to test for residue.”


  “Surely we should let the police do that.”


  He roared out a stream of guffaws like a disapproving seal. “You’ve already contaminated it by removing it from the scene, my dear. Even if something turned up, they wouldn’t be able to use the evidence in court. Not to worry. I know a discreet professor of Forensic Chemistry at Shield University. Used her in my last case. She’ll do a complete scan for suspicious substances.”


  “But if the police don’t—”


  “Have you heard of a parallel investigation? That’s what we’re doing here. If there’s a toxic substance, we can trace the source, for example, find a paper trail. Dave’s counting on us.”


  He came by the office to collect the bone around four, engaging Miriam in conversation for fifteen minutes while Belle finished a phone call.


  “Speaking of bones, where did you dig up this rascal?” Miriam asked, wiping tears of laughter from her face as Len perched his ample rump on her desk. He wore a rumpled tweed suit which made him a double for Mr. Toad, especially the umbrella under his arm. “His life sounds like a movie script.”


  Len apparently took the comment as a compliment as he inspected the bone like a piece of fine china, careful not to add his own prints. “Heavy little guy. Perfect murder weapon.”


  An avid mystery reader, Miriam said with a smirk, “The fatal leg of lamb. Roald Dahl’s classic. The perfect crime.” She peered over her bifocals at Len. “You’re the expert. Is there such an animal?”


  He pursed his fleshy lips in an all-knowing smile. “Definitely. But you never find out about it, so there’s the rub, as Hamlet says.”


  “It’s a beef bone.” Refusing to join the silliness, Belle crossed her legs at her desk. “Any other developments, Len?” She needed to ask about that killer boat driver, but why not let him set the groundwork?


  He related that he had finished interviews at the bakery, including chasing down a Donald Trump wannabe who was eying the choice downtown real estate with an eye to building a luxury condo for seniors. But he was having difficulty locating Sean Broughton, the unionizer Bea had fired. He flipped open a notebook and shook his head as he gave a description of the lowlife. “NFA. That’s ‘no fixed address.’ I tipped a green one to the bartender at the Ledo. He said that Broughton’s living out in Massey, frequents the Old Mill, but my beater’s at Robinson Automotive again. Your road creamed the struts. They’re trying to find me a nearly new set to save a few bucks.”


  “I buy struts by the case.” Belle spread her hands in a universal gesture of sympathy. “I was wondering about another tack. Jean McBride mentioned that the man who killed Michael Bustamante and his daughter is free again.”


  “Hell of a tragedy that was. So Jason Lewis is out? Wonder if Dave knows?” Len twisted his face in disgust and made a note. “Scumbag. Learning his whereabouts is going to be tough. Parole officers clam up. Bastards like that have too many rights. Maybe I can look around his old neighbourhood, contact relatives short of cash.”


  “If we can find out the exact date of the accident, I can check the newspaper morgue for the original stories,” she said with a hopeful smile, wondering if the Sudbury Star had put its back issues onto microfilm.


  He caught Miriam’s eye and pointed at Belle. “Morgue. Listen to that jargon. She’s getting to be a pro.”


  When he left, Miriam turned to her with a skeptical look. “You’re actually working with this idiot? After my experience with Melibee Elphinstone, I think I can smell a con artist with a clothespin on my nose.” She was referring to her last boyfriend, who had run a Ponzi scheme defrauding Sudbury seniors of millions of dollars.


  “The police investigation is at a standstill. What’s it going to hurt? He’s from Montreal, and he knows his business. Think big for a change.” She felt mildly annoyed that Miriam questioned her judgment.


  “Pardon me!” Miriam let her fingers on the keyboard do the talking.


  Hélène called at five to say that Micro had arrived, along with his gear, and was already back on the computer. “How was everything? Isn’t that cookbook a godsend? Ready to be a mother? It’s not too late. Women are conceiving at sixty.”


  Belle felt a bead of sweat on her forehead. The storm. The tree. The chimney fire, not to mention that confession. He’d have to sort everything out. “Lots of adventures. He’ll tell you. Oh, and thank him again for making me that ceramic bear.”


  “How sweet of him.” Hélène’s voice could melt icebergs. “He likes you. You’re in his every other sentence. Belle said this, Belle did that.”


  That night, freed of maternal duties, she and Freya slept soundly. The last track on her bedside CD player had been Rachmaninov’s sonorous Isle of the Dead, where a warm radiance soared and sang, its zest for life struggling against the inevitable before breaking waves softened on the water’s surface. Lake Wapiti had returned to perfect stillness in a crisp fall night. The quiet was palpable as a sliver of moon pierced the black velvet canopy. From a deep dream of paddling her canoe through misted waters toward a beckoning island, she crawled back to consciousness to answer the discordant phone, noting by the cool green digital numbers that it was 4:31. Her nose pricked at the perfume of a visiting skunk crossing the groundcover far below in search of a frog. It wouldn’t be the first time that she found the grisly remains.


  Hélène’s frightened voice said, “Micro’s gone!”


  FOURTEEN


  Gulping for breath like an asthmatic, Hélène related the sickening argument earlier that evening. True to his word, Micro had told them about the vandalism at the seniors’ centre, and his stepfather had been called. “I’ve never heard Dave so angry. Usually he’s quiet and soft-spoken. Nothing makes him lose his temper,” Hélène said. With a bonded housekeeper engaged, Dave had insisted that the boy return the next day, and the DesRosiers had agreed.


  After listening to his stepfather on the phone, refusing to say much in his defense other than “sorry,” tears streaming down his face, he’d gone to his room with most of a tomato quiche still on his plate. He’d been sleeping soundly at ten when Hélène went to tuck him in. Rusty had barked in her dog house after they’d gone to bed, but since the neighbours were winding down a raucous party and saying goodnight to guests, they had ignored the warning. As for his movements triggering the motion sensor lights in the backyard, their bedroom was on the lake side of the house. Ed’s four o’clock bathroom trip for a nagging prostate had sent him in to check on the boy, and that was when they’d found his room empty and his gear gone. His bike was also missing.


  Hélène sniffed back tears. “Ed drove off down the road in case he could catch up. And him blind as a bat at night, the old fool. When I get that boy, I feel like paddling him from here to Mattawa, and you know I’d cut off my hand before striking a child.”


  Belle did some calculations. “It’s forty klicks to town, another five to his house, but if he left before midnight, he’d be there now. Maybe we should get off the phone.”


  “We shouldn’t have forced the issue. Three adults ganging up on a boy. But that vandalism caught me by surprise. No thought of the consequences. What on earth could have—”


  Belle explained what Micro had said about bullying and how he’d known immediately that what he had done was wrong. “You’ve carried out your part, providing a place to ease him over the shock. But he belongs with Dave. Maybe after riding around in the dark, cold and scared and hungry as the sun comes up, he’ll realize that he has to go home. Maybe he’ll even show up at school.” With that last desperate suggestion, Belle rolled back into the folds of the water bed, sweat moistening her face as she sipped a glass of water. What choices did a twelve-year-old have? Then she realized that many street kids were scarcely older than that. Micro had nerve, wading into a maelstrom of icy water, the same kind of impulsive action which had triggered his flight.


  Hélène related that Dave had called the police, and since the disappearance involved a child, all stops were out. Patrolmen were combing the downtown area, cruisers taking the suburban streets, and the Ontario Provincial Police would handle the roads out of town. If he wasn’t found soon, an Amber Alert would be issued, though the province had few of the hi-tech flashing message signs which lined transcontinental U.S. highways, and certainly none in the North.


  “Don’t panic, Hélène. You’ll be there in case he calls in. I gave him my cell number, so that’s another possibility.” She paused. How far would he travel on a bike? “I don’t suppose he could have taken a bus. Gone out of town to relatives. He showed me his bank card. Maybe he got money at an ATM.”


  “Dave thought of that. Micro has an uncle in Cleveland, and he’s going to call him. But no small boy could cross the border alone. That bus idea makes sense, though. The police should contact stations here and in Toronto just in case. I’ve taken the midnight special a few times going down for Christmas shopping. I’ve seen younger teenagers on board for rock concerts. And you know our boy. He can talk a good line.”


  Their last hours together had been clouded with that chimney fire, Belle thought after she’d hung up, sharing Hélène’s guilt. Micro must have felt abandoned by the only people he’d loved. For an hour she lay stewing, willing her tap-dancing heart to calm, counting sheep, bears, martens and mutual funds, writing multiplication tables on a mental blackboard and erasing them. As the rubied fingers of dawn raked the sky like a commandment, she went downstairs in a gritty stupor to hit the coffee maker. Action, fruitful or not, was better than stasis. And she had a plan. If she couldn’t help find Micro, she could at least keep working with Len’s investigation into Bea’s death.


  She dressed, hauling a wizened lipstick, eyeliner and powder out of a bottom drawer in the bathroom, and took Freya to town. Miriam’s pink Jetta was in the lot when she arrived at seven thirty.


  “Freya’s here again? And what’s with that outfit? It’s ten years too young for you. Are you auditioning for a play?”


  “Very funny. I know that. Just some work with Len.” To parry another evil look, she told her what had happened last night.


  Her cohort spilled her coffee on the desk. “My God. Where could he be? Riding a bike from your place? Have they checked the hospitals? Maybe he was hit in the dark and is lying unconscious in a ditch.” She grabbed a roll of paper towels and began mopping up.


  “Don’t make it worse. I’m a wreck with hell between me and the end.” Those words from the grim poem “How Annandale Went Out” finally made sense. Belle poured her fifth coffee of the morning and sank into her chair, looking again at her watch, unable to concentrate. Were her hands starting to shake?


  Miriam tried to sugar-fix things by fetching a dozen doughnuts from Tim’s, smaller now, 1960s style, an effort to standardize the size and punish generous franchisees. “Not forty-year-old prices, though,” she observed later, munching an oozing cruller. Then she noticed Belle’s blank look, her frozen posture.


  “Come on now. It’s early. He hasn’t even been gone one night officially.”


  The day marched slowly, a few calls, the errant moocher after a free appraisal. After promising updates, Belle collected the dog and left at five, heading down Regent Street to McDonald’s. “I feel like getting super-sized, if it’s still legal. Big Macs all around. Extra pickle for you.”


  At the drive-through she ordered, then ate her combo first, serving Freya hers on the asphalt to spare the van’s pristine upholstery. The Old Mill in Massey was about forty-five minutes west. The bar had a rough reputation. The dog meant security. She’d leave the windows open in case she made a hasty exit...pursued by a bear...of a man. Len had said that Sean Broughton was six-four and liked to give his hammy fists a workout after a few primers of alcohol.


  She travelled busy Route 17, the so-called Trans-Canada highway, more two-lane than not in neglected Northern Ontario, passing the massive INCO complex in Copper Cliff, then the small railtowns of Nairn Centre and McKerrow, coughing at the Espanola turnoff, where the reeks from the pulp mill wafted over the highway like a nuclear cloud. Hearing a wap-wapping, she watched a Ministry helicopter buzz overhead, a large object in a bag dangling from a cable. She saluted Bullwinkle’s cousin. The Sudbury Star had carried an article on the relocation of problem elk. Once flourishing in the area, then decimated, a few years ago a select herd had been trucked from Alberta to establish a habitat in a joint project run by Nickel City College and Shield University. Trouble was, they wandered, finding farmers’ fields tastier pasture than striped maple browse. A few lottery-losing females had been fitted with vaginal transmitters so that when they gave birth, radio location would be sent. As any woman would understand, reproduction had been lower than expected. Belle squirmed in her seat at the concept.


  In the small village of Massey, the Old Mill sat at the bilingual confluence of the Spanish River and the River aux Sables and had once been a thriving granary. Booze had supplanted bread, and now its thick grey stone walls with a rippling riparian overlook hosted a modern watering place. Several Harleys were parked in front, along with pickups in all pedigrees.


  Two men admired a truck the size of Vancouver Island. “3500 and a dually? What the hell you haulin’, Marvin?”


  The bearded older man replied with a grin, “My wife’s fat ass. Got us a thirty-five-foot fifth wheel, and we’re heading to the Florida Panhandle soon as the hurricanes leave. Broke my snow shovels over my knee and left the suckers in the trash can.”


  Rolling down the windows for ventilation, Belle aimed a trigger finger at Freya. “No barking. Guard the van.” Squinting into the lighted visor mirror, a first, she applied a hasty coat of powder and blush, then liner, nearly poking herself in the eye with the mascara and wondering where her upper lip had gone. Using creative guesswork, she drew herself a kisser. Safer than collagen injections. Then as an afterthought as she got out, she bent down at a puddle and rubbed mud on the license plate. PI mode or what?


  Her Levi red-tag jeans, distressed leather jacket over a pale blue turtleneck, and Frye boots would raise few eyebrows. As she entered the front door, malty fumes, the snicking of balls, and the neon advertisements set the atmosphere.


  At the semi-circular bar, a glossy surface of varathaned pennies dating back to George V, she ordered a Blue Light. A lonely fifty-inch projection television in the corner was broadcasting the American League playoffs, Boston vs. New York. No interest from the loyal Canucks, mourning over their underfunded Jays and former Expos. The colonial-style tables and chairs seated fifty, but tonight only a dozen people were here, including three men engaged in a serious game of darts in the corner and two young women playing pool. The walls had a moth-eaten moose head and an ancient bearskin punctuated by wrestling posters. As she sipped, she scanned the room for a very tall man. A few grandfatherly types were seated at one table, arm wrestling over a pile of loonies.


  She smiled at the woman on the next stool, who was chain-smoking. Ontario nicotine laws hadn’t reached the outback. Dressed in a flannel shirt and jeans, she could have been a healthy fifty or a hard-luck thirty. Her braided black hair had beaded ties and a stunning matching necklace with bear claws caught Belle’s eye. “Beautiful,” she said, gesturing with her glass.


  “My grandmother made it.” The woman took a sip of rosé wine and shrugged. “Told her she could get big bucks for her craft work in Toronto, but she sells it at the Fall Fair here for peanuts.”


  Belle introduced herself, shaking a long, slim hand. “Hannah Moon,” the woman said. “Don’t take this wrong, but you don’t look like you belong here. I know all the regulars, especially on welfare Wednesday.”


  “I’m looking for Sean Broughton.”


  Hannah’s laugh rippled with undisguised mirth, the lines etching her chestnut complexion like fine toolwork. “Aren’t all the ladies? Never tried him myself because I’m partial to smooth-faced men, and I don’t like liars.” She glanced at the Budweiser clock. “Nice to meet you. Gotta get back to the laundromat before the drier fries my undies.” She snapped her fingers as an ancient golden Lab emerged from under a table. “Come on, Molson.”


  Belle waited, husbanding her glass like a canteen in the Sahara. Out of guilt, she bought a bag of beernuts and arranged them in a tic-tac-toe pattern. As she reached for the last, the door opened, and a man ducked on entering. He wore a fleece-lined bomber jacket and dirty wheat jeans. Flicking the coat on to a deer-horn rack, he clumped to the jukebox in engineer boots that looked as if they could kick in a skull and make change on the backswing. His cream shirt with ivory pocket snaps had a bolo tie. He deposited quarters, punched numbers, and the Dixie Chicks’ “Long Time Gone” sent their message across the scarred plank floor two thousand miles from the Pecos.


  “Hey, Sean,” the bartender said, an innocuous weasel eligible for medicare, whose job it was to hear and see no evil.


  “Jack and a chaser,” Sean replied. He wore his thick red hair slicked back with gel. The semi-goatee with a thin moustache gave him a devilish look, matched by exposed, pointed ears. He tossed Belle an appraising nod, and she picked up his invitation like a ripe plum as they exchanged names.


  Her identity du jour was Dee White, an appliance-department manager at Sears. Everyone knew about stoves and fridges. “I was in the Sault all day for a regional conference. Got sleepy driving back to Sudbury and thought I’d take a break. Great song,” she added as Faith Hill began “This Kiss”. “We need more country stations. 790 has a range of about five miles on a clear day.”


  “You got that right, darlin’.”


  She chuckled, lowering her eyes to bolster her mystique. “I’ve been writing a country song for years. It’s not that hard. They use only a couple hundred words. Beauty is truth, truth beauty. That kind of thing.”


  “ ‘Keep it simple, smartass’ is my motto. KISS.” His lips puckered. He dumped the shot glass into the beer and chugged it, foam gathering on his thin mouth, covering a half-inch scar at the corner. “But go on. You never wrote no song,” he said with a slight Aussie accent, waving his hand at her boast.


  In a halting alto, letting embarrassment pose as ingenuousness, Belle began the most recent verse to “Mama’s Table”:


  
    When the crowd would keep on growin’,


    Folks would sit upon the floor,


    And they’d laugh and talk together


    As they came on back for more.


    They might have had no money,


    Fancy car and diamond ring,


    But at my mama’s table


    They were richer than a king.

  


  She was debating making the words “might of” for verisimilitude, but Sean clapped his Whopper-sized hands and ordered another beer for her. “You got guts, girl. And that’s a winner. God, I miss my mama’s cooking, too. Spare ribs falling off the goddamned bone. Fried chicken make the Colonel’s look like garbage.” Then he cocked his head as if an idea had occurred to him. “Say now, out in Calgary I know a couple of promoters from the Stampede. Give me your number.”


  Flattered but wary, Belle scrawled the weather number on a paper serviette, changing the last digit. Time to probe for answers. “So what’s your business, Sean?”


  “I’m an or-gan-i-zation man. Unions.” He’d been born in Australia but had come to Canada at ten when his father got a job in Winnipeg. His work history at meat-packing places out west had ended with the mad cow scare, and he’d only been in town for a year. Gesturing with a truncated index finger, he added, “I was this close at the biggest bakery in Sudbury. Only one more vote.”


  Belle nodded in sympathy. “So the owner wouldn’t budge. I hear you. Bosses are all the same, want to balance the books on the backs of the workers.” Clichés were handy.


  He pounded the bar, rattling the glasses and signalling for another drink, this time a triple. “She’s budging now. Bitch is dead. Somebody whacked her. God, was she ugly. Like a constipated monkey’s ass.”


  Belle hunched over her beer, a sour taste in her mouth. Hearing him disparage a great lady set her blood at a rising simmer, not to mention the trite Mafia slang. “Bumble Bea Bakery? I read about that. Third woman murdered in a month. Gives me the creeps. I’m thinking of buying a gun. My cousin in Toronto has a magna. I mean a magnum.” She blinked at her pistol-packing character, accumulating traits by the minute.


  He took a self-important breath, expanding his strong chest like a puffer fish. “Cops talked to me first off. Should of seen their faces when I told them I was in the can for a slight altercation over a poker game at the National. Ten days was worth it to clock that sucker after he pulled an ace from his shoe. Anyhow, I told them to check out the husband. For sure he had something on the side.”


  “Another business?” Belle felt a twinge of interest. Was Dave involved in a shady operation? Embezzlement? Misdirection of funds? Surely not. He worked for many different organizations, and word would have gotten around.


  His Mephistophelian brows contracted at her naïveté. “I didn’t mean an order of fries. A chick. You watch, they’ll turn something up.” The triple vaporized as quickly as it had been born, spawning another. Belle took one sip of her beer. In the overheated room, Sean was beginning to sweat, releasing the smell of a cloying, cheap aftershave. Musk was not on her menu. Sweet fern instead.


  He invited her back to the trailer where he was staying with a buddy off deer hunting on Manitoulin, but Belle refused, firmer each time, parrying his wandering hands. Finally, she excused herself for the old washroom trick. From down a dark corridor with a twenty-watt dangling bulb, she slipped out the back door and headed for the van.


  At home, a message on her machine from Hélène said that the police had set everything into motion. The downtown core had been swept thoroughly and Micro’s picture distributed across town on over a thousand flyers. Even a group of street people had organized a rotating posse to watch the all-night restaurants and convenience stores. It was obvious that one long day hadn’t convinced the boy to go home. The weather was still mild. 10°C. Another night, with temperatures reaching to freezing, might bring him in...if it didn’t kill him.


  Hélène had noticed that a sleeping bag was missing from his closet. “This is looking worse and worse. It’s as if he knew he’d be staying somewhere else.”


  “I agree. But at least it will keep him warm. Did he take a tent, too?”


  “We only had the old family-size one. Canvas weighs about thirty pounds.” She paused so long that Belle thought they had been disconnected. “There has to be a patron saint for lost children. Mafalda has memorized Butler’s Lives of the Saints. I’m going to call her.”


  Belle spent longer than usual with her scotch, making a futile effort to concentrate on Buchan’s Prester John, a 1920s novel about an African uprising and a new black messiah. When she put it down and closed her eyes, sleep evaded her. Once alcohol therapy passed a certain point, it kept her awake. Unable to concentrate, she turned left, then right, pulled up the covers, pushed them back, and finally got up to refill her water glass. Where was he? Cold? Hungry? In danger? Though no one had yet raised the spectre, she was wondering if he was in the hands of someone else who wouldn’t call the authorities for all the wrong reasons. And now this implication about Dave. Unwilling to tell Hélène, she didn’t believe it for a minute, coming from a jackass like Broughton. He’d fling mud in any direction to advance his cause. After all, he’d said nothing specific. Rolling her eyes at the green numbers, she got up for a third pee, passing the ceramic bear on her nightstand. Was it watching over Micro, trying to tell her something, or both?


  FIFTEEN


  After photocopying records at the Land Registry office, Belle walked over to Bank Alley to find Len. As she rounded a corner, she saw him talking to that same street person with a cowboy hat. At his side sat a trampish mutt, gazing up at his master with adoration. In a shabby parka and patched jeans, the young man with an unshaven face stuffed something in his pocket and headed off down the block towards the Salvation Army.


  Len gave her a broad, welcoming smile. He thumbed a gesture toward the shambling figure, dog trotting along as if it hadn’t a care in the world. “Would you believe he was top cross-country runner in the OFSSA finals? Captain of the Sudbury Secondary School team. Schizophrenia hits in the teens. I pass over a few bucks now and then. Guess I’m a softie, because my nephew in Halifax had the same problem. His parents couldn’t keep him off the streets. Walked in front of a train one day. Game over. Maybe a blessing for him.”


  “Sorry to hear that. It’s a tricky problem.” Belle realized the legal quagmire in trying to force people to take their medicine, live in safe housing, get basic medical care. “How does he feed the dog?”


  “Corky gets what he does. Catholic Charities Soup Kitchen. But there’s a bag of kibble in his pack. Sometimes he hangs out by the Royal Bank, cadging small change from elderly women. He’s one of the few who can tolerate the classical music they play over the speakers to chase off drifters. No big deal, he says. His dad was a music teacher.”


  Belle wondered how the indigent survived on the winter streets in -35°C, but somehow they did. The occasional freezing death in Toronto and Ottawa hit the headlines, but rarely happened NOB, North of Barrie.


  “The kid turn up yet?” he asked, with a worried frown. “Dave called me right off. I missed the news this morning. Don’t want to bother him for an update.”


  “I haven’t heard anything. Why doesn’t Micro admit he did a stupid thing and come back?”


  “Makes me glad I have a girl. They don’t pull that sort of stuff. Dave doesn’t need this. He has enough on his plate to sink the Bismarck.”


  Belle cast her eyes at the sidewalk as a patrol car swept down the street, two officers looking left and right. “Maybe Micro has friends we don’t know about,” she added, remembering Tom Beerchuk. Yet surely he wouldn’t seek help from someone he despised, nor would responsible parents shelter a runaway.


  Inside, taking their customary chairs, Belle folded her hands with a satisfied smile. “Here’s some good news. I talked to Broughton. What a nasty piece of work.”


  Len stood abruptly, unsteady on his bum leg, his face flushing. A wormy vein at his temple pulsed as his voice rose, and he dropped a lighted cigarette on the desk, fumbling to retrieve it. “Jesus, woman. You could have gotten hurt. I never told you to find him.”


  Taking a clue from Micro, Belle said with a wink, “You never told me not to.”


  He shook his head, grabbing an ashtray and dropping back into the chair. “Caught me on a technicality. I thought you were a realtor, not a legal beagle. So go on. Don’t keep me in suspenders.”


  Suspenders. Her father would enjoy that one. She related the Old Mill scene. “In jail that night. Verifiable enough. But he’s a real pig. His description of Bea disgusted me. That’s why I don’t believe his innuendos about Dave.”


  “I like the guy, too, but if he’s been pulling a con, withholding information, it’s sayonara. I’m seasoned enough to suspect that anyone might have a secret side.” Len tipped back his head and focused his thick glasses on her, eyes bulging like a bullfrog’s. “I had a hunch about Leonora Bruce, so I’ve been tailing her. If you think about it, she stands to gain a lot from Bea’s death, maybe get the business in a distress sale. She’s no movie star, that banger of a nose and all, but who can say what attracts a man...or woman? My wife and me, for example. Maybe she’s working with someone.”


  Wife? He’d never mentioned one. Had they divorced? Belle left the subject alone. “I talked to her at the viewing. She seemed devastated about Bea. She and Dave embraced, but that’s only natural.” Or was it?


  Raising a seedy eyebrow, Len consulted a notebook. “Stakeout again tonight, the most boring part of my job. With luck, Leonora will turn in by ten like a good girl, and I’ll be snoozing at home an hour later.”


  Suddenly, the door opened without a knock, and into the office walked a statuesque beauty who made a grey business suit look like a Vogue photoshoot. Her makeup was subtle and flawless, accenting high cheekbones beneath glittering violet eyes. A delicate scent of jasmine filled the air. She carried a black leather laptop computer case and a designer bag, and her shapely legs stretched from there to eternity. “Dad,” she said, then smiled at Belle. “Sorry for barging in.”


  Len made the introductions. “My daughter, Lillian. She’s a social worker at the Canadian National Institute for the Blind.” The timbre in his voice spelled PRIDE.


  “Pleased to meet you. So are you helping Dad on his case?” As Belle gave a dubious nod, Lillian glanced at the pizza boxes in the wastebasket, shaking her coppery curls, artfully arranged in a high-maintenance style. “Just stopped to remind you about dinner tomorrow. Meat loaf the way you like it. I haven’t seen you for so long that I’ve forgotten your face.”


  “Nobody forgets this ugly puss. Make that Tater-Tot casserole of yours, sweetie.” He squeezed her manicured hand.


  After Lillian planted a kiss on his raspy cheek and left, Belle said, “She’s lovely,” calculating the timeline with curiosity. The daughter seemed in her mid-thirties, yet Len wasn’t far into his fifties.


  He smiled, touching a finger to the framed picture on his desk, and turned it toward Belle. A couple stood on a beach, palm trees in the background. She had long, reddish hair, cascading in curls around her face, and he was skinny enough to worry about his trunks. No mistaking those trademark glasses. “I was only nineteen when Lilli was born. Mayda and I met on a kibbutz. The hot sun, the shimmer of the sea.” He gave a Gallic shrug.


  “Your wife is a beauty, too...I mean...” She shifted her feet, hoping he’d rescue her.


  Waving off her embarrassment, he lit another Camel and cleared his throat as his voice assumed a faraway tone. “Mayda died in childbirth. Lilli was raised mostly by her aunt in Montreal. With all my wandering, I’ve been making it up to her for the last fifteen years. Changed our name from Hulitsky. The aunt’s idea. Social advantage or something. Didn’t matter garbanzo beans to me.”


  Belle didn’t know what to say, insulated from premature deaths. Her mother had been in her seventies when she had died from bowel cancer, like Audrey Hepburn, both members of an earlier female generation which often traded survival for privacy behind the closed curtain until it was too late. Changing the subject seemed wise. “Sorry about crossing the line on Broughton. Micro’s disappearance has me on edge, too. Just thinking of sitting safe at home tonight like a useless lump...” She looked up at him with the same winsome expression that had melted her father from cradle to college. “That stakeout. May I come along?”


  He flashed a genial smile. “Why not? The old beater’s seat hurts my back, and I don’t see so sharp at night anyway. If I had a pension, I’d pack it in.”


  Belle called Hélène to give Freya her supper and let her out, then waited until Len “dressed.” When he emerged from the rear of the office, he wore black pants, shirt, socks and shoes. She tried not to laugh. “Is that necessary?”


  “Keeps me in the right mindset. I’m not wearing any camo face paint though. It’s hell to wash off, and I get odd looks.”


  They took her van to Quizno’s on LaSalle, a new arrival of a popular American chain. Studying the sumptuous menu, they ordered toasted subs and bottles of water. Smoked turkey, rosemary sourdough buns, shaved Black Angus steak. Len floated a twenty onto the counter, then grimaced as he was asked for another fifty cents.


  Minutes later, they settled into a dark parking lot at an apartment complex on Voyageur Street near Gagnon Opticians. Len pointed to a large bright window on the first floor and passed her a pair of monster binos. With the curtains open and the high vantage of the sloping lot, they could see into the living room as if watching television. He nodded toward a shadowy ravine and pulled a squished roll of toilet paper from his pocket. “Open-air bathroom. A PI’s life story, though I usually use a bottle. Hope you’re not too fussy.”


  She laughed. “A bushwoman can drop her pants anywhere.” And pee on her shoe, too.


  With his tiny penlight for assistance, they unwrapped their sandwiches and ate ravenously. Blotting her mouth on a serviette, Belle said, “They’re good, but people will vote with their pocketbook. Northerners like to squeeze the nickel.”


  From six to eight, a few cars came and left the lot. Belle saw Leonora get up, leave the room, and return. Windsor the poodle curled up in a chintz armchair. Taking turns, she and Len took advantage of the cover of the ravine. Belle twitched at the scutter of animals, city rats, no doubt, foraging the brush and debris of Junction Creek. Hearing a feral shriek, she wasted no time hustling to the van. The radio kept them company, a CBC program about Canada’s lack of competitiveness among the G-7 nations. “How can you compete fairly when half the year you’re relocating frozen water by shovel, blower, or plow? We deserve a handicap, like racehorses,” she said.


  Len nickered in response and lit a tenth cigarette. Then he pulled a tape out of his pocket. “That wholesome government pap is putting me to sleep. I got this at Just-a-Buck. It’s a riot. My dad loved this stuff.”


  She looked at the case. Wacky Songs from the Fifties. In the next half hour, they listened to “Transfusion”, “The Old Philosopher”, “The Purple People Eater”, “The Chipmunk Song” and “Witch Doctor”.


  As the last ting-tang-walla-walla-bing-bang sounded, she was beginning to develop a nostalgia for the foulest rap music. Len touched her arm and pointed to a familiar car entering the lot. “Heads up, or rather, down. Check this out.”


  Dave Malanuk parked the SUV and walked into the lobby, a large bouquet in his hand. “Damn,” she said, wondering how she could ever tell the DesRosiers. “He seemed like such a nice guy.” So Bea’s husband had been cheating on her. Belle’s batting average on character assessment took a major hit.


  Thanks to the huge lenses, they could nearly read the lips of the people in the picture window. Windsor made it to the door first, then Leonora. She turned off the television and took Dave’s coat, along with the flowers, placing both on a table. Then they sat on a sofa, their upper torsos visible. After twenty minutes and an indecipherable series of hand gestures, there was a chaste hug, and Dave left. “Maybe that’s all she wrote, but we’ll wait a bit in case he went out for pizza,” Len said. “One minute can make the hours worth it.”


  But Dave didn’t return. At ten o’clock as predicted, Leonora turned off her lights. Len stuffed the last butt into Belle’s overflowing ashtray. The van needed a steam cleaning after this assault. “Wait until I give that guy a blast,” he said, nodding grimly. Then he turned to her, offering a porky handshake. “Thanks. The company was nice. It’s a lonely job.”


  After letting Len off, on the way home Belle welcomed the soothing ebony night rolling over her as she left the harsh city lights behind and sorted out her thoughts. Micro had been gone two days. Hélène had her cellphone number if any news broke. As she slowed for the Edgewater Road turn, her beams lit two red eyes in the undergrowth. She paused until they disappeared. In a duel between moose and vehicles, the odds were even money.


  When she got home, she let Freya out again and went to her computer room, where she kept her maps. That sleeping bag had given her an idea. The OPP hadn’t seen Micro on the four major highways out of town, but what about rougher secondary roads? They branched in every direction, winding around over two hundred lakes in the region. The phone rang, and she jumped. Eleven o’clock. It had to be serious.


  “Belle, I’ve discovered something else. All my jerky is missing. It was in Ziplocs in the cupboard...” Hélène paused, and Belle heard fear charge her voice. “And what’s worse, Ed’s .22. I know we should have locked it in a gun safe, but we don’t have children around that often.”


  “Jerky sounds desperate for a vegetarian. And a gun?” Hadn’t he said something about living off the bush when they hiked to Surprise Lake? A boy’s dream, a parent’s nightmare. “Hélène, do you suppose he’s camping out somewhere? Bea said he loved to sleep up in his treehouse.”


  “All the provincial campgrounds must be closed now, but I’ll tell Dave. We’re in constant touch. He’s called all of Micro’s friends, too.”


  In the current crisis, Belle said nothing about the scene with Leonora. Time enough for that to emerge. Then Hélène added, “And the police took the computers, ours and his at the house. It’ll be a few days before we hear about that.”


  Computers. That sounded ominous, though it was probably procedure. “They’re just being thorough. That’s what we want.” As she hung up, Belle wondered if Dave had Chris Forth on his list. Bea would have known all the boy’s friends, but not Dave. She’d met the lad and felt comfortable with him. Len would approve of her initiative.


  The next morning, Belle reached the boy before school. Filling him in on the latest details, she asked, “Tell me anything you can about what he liked to do, any place that he mentioned.”


  Chris talked about games, films, toys, the information he’d given the police already when his mother had called them. Then he grew silent.


  Belle tried not to rush him. Interrogations were tricky. “Did you remember something?”


  The boy sniffed. “Micro said that the best time he ever had in his whole life was the summer when he was ten.”


  Belle frowned and grabbed a notepad and pen. “Why ten?”


  “It was the last summer before...Dave came. He wouldn’t call him Dad.”


  An intelligent boy like Micro could be stubborn, she imagined, her memorable time with him more of a vacation free of rules. Keeping her voice upbeat so as not to alarm Chris, she asked the obvious question. “Why didn’t he get along with his stepfather? Did he give you any reasons?”


  “Not really. He shut up every time Dave’s name came up. I thought he was okay, as parents go. He had a super BBQ at the lake on Micro’s last birthday. Loot bags for every kid. That bike was da bomb.”


  “Da...getting back to that summer, what happened to make it so special?”


  She heard silence, then “Oh, yeah. Now I remember. It was a camp. He learned how to canoe, built a lean-to, practiced survival skills.”


  So the idea wasn’t that far-fetched. One hand reached to her throat, fast constricting. Stay in the woods in the summer. With counsellors and tons of food. Not survive in fall when the temperature dipped below freezing. They’d had several hard frosts before he left, but the recent days had been unseasonably warm. It wouldn’t last, global warming aside, a concept which made Northerners laugh.


  “Do you know its name or location?”


  “It wasn’t the Y camps, John Island and Camp Falcona. I’ve been there myself. You could ask his teacher. He said that he wrote a story about it when school started.” He paused. “Oh, Miss?”


  She smiled at the polite, all-purpose name. “Yes, Chris?”


  “Is he gonna be all right? I mean, will they find him?”


  “My fingers are crossed, and I’ve never been wrong.” Safe enough, as promises go.


  After hanging up, Belle was forced to do some hard thinking. Trusting instincts, she called Dave at his office. What she had seen at the apartment wasn’t yet the ocular proof of adultery Othello demanded. Len’s suspicions were typical for an investigator, but there could have been a sound reason for his visiting Leonora. Dave’s secretary told her that he had flown to London for preliminary work on a Thanksgiving telethon to raise money for a wing on the Veterans’ Hospital. “Imagine having to run all over the province when your son’s missing,” the woman said. “But he has commitments, and Dave never lets anyone down. He’ll be back tonight.”


  A call to the DesRosiers turned up no information about the camp. Hélène and Ed had taken an Alaskan cruise that summer and visited relatives in Nanaimo.


  “How about the computers?” Belle asked. “Anything yet?”


  “They gave it top priority. Got a hotshot from Information Systems at Nickel City College. They accessed the history, or whatever it is. In a chatroom about Castle King Three, they found his conversations with Dreamweaver.”


  Belle drummed her fingers on the table. “Dreamweaver?”


  “They all use code names. It’s part of the...fun.” Her voice quivered with fear. “But there’s something worse. The police are afraid that he met someone on the Internet and agreed to join him. An e-mail message arrived here at ten the morning he disappeared. It said: “We’re on for nine. CU.” That’s a C and a U. All these abbreviations mean something. They don’t think it’s a person’s initials. But he didn’t read it, because he was already gone, so—”


  “Who sent it? Dreamweaver?”


  “Someone else. Rapper 219. They’re trying to trace it. It sounds to me like a gang or something.”


  “It’s just a kind of music. Every kid wants to be a rapper.” Belle wondered about the logistics. “The message could have been a confirmation of an earlier agreement, because ‘nine’ must have meant night. That night. Why send it at ten if the meeting were in the morning? Any other files? Did they check the history?”


  “You know how neat the boy is. Everything else was erased, or deleted, whatever they do.”


  Belle remembered computer forensics she’d learned on the DorothyL mystery discussion group. “Sometimes deleted data can be recovered.”


  “I’m sure they’ll try everything. One of the officers gave me some brochures for parents to keep their kids safe online. It sickened me.” She’d slipped one of the brochures under Belle’s door. “Our boys were off at college before computers came around, and the grandkids are too young to worry about. When Micro finished his homework, he was allowed to surf the net, he called it, for one hour, according to Dave. If he was visiting a friend, the game Grand Theft Auto was off-limits, for obvious reasons. We didn’t set any other rules, just left him on his own.”


  “I had a thought, but I’m not telling Ed. I know how he’d react.”


  Belle couldn’t imagine where this was going. Hélène keeping secrets from Ed was a new one. They were joined at the hip, steel ball joint aside. “What do you mean?”


  There was a pause as Hélène lowered her voice, and Belle punched up the volume on the portable phone. “Ever hear of Psychic Paula?”


  Belle covered the receiver and groaned. “The one who tapes handwritten sheets on light poles at all the intersections? Not very classy. Do you believe in that stuff?”


  “Don’t be so negative. She told a friend of mine ninety years old about a sister dead in 1940. Erma tried to trick her. ‘How do I look to you, Betty?’ she asked. And the choice part is that the sister had been blind.”


  “So then what?”


  “The voice said, “Don’t tease. Now I can see you clear as day. And that hairdo doesn’t suit you at all. You’re not one of the Andrews Sisters.”


  “It could be a guess. Psychics read a lot from body language and vocal tones. Anyway, I’ll go with you.” She didn’t mention that she wanted to prevent Hélène from getting bilked by a con artist. Her friend gave people far too many benefits of the doubt. She was born to feed and nurture the world, not inquire into its ethics.


  Belle hung up and went to collect the brochure, lying in a dark corner where it had been brushed when she entered. She brought it into the living room and sat in her blue velvet recliner, turning on the swing lamp. The cover bore the sinister picture of a hulking man staring at a computer, the screen reading “Kidchat.ca.” He was typing: Jgirl15. “I collect dolls too.” Apparently twenty-five per cent of children are asked to meet someone they’ve only met online. Despite the heat pumping from the stove, she shivered.


  In the computer room, she logged onto their friendly and comprehensive site, www.bewareweb.ca, which had information about gambling, cyberbullies and kid-friendly addresses as well as tech tools like filters or monitors. Suggestions for each age group called the years eleven to thirteen a “dangerous time”. And in both houses, Micro’s computer was in his bedroom, not in a safe family area like a rec room. Sadly enough, he fit the profile for abduction in one key way. Since his mother’s death, he had felt alone, and he didn’t want to return to Dave. Why did he hate the man so much?


  SIXTEEN


  Micro’s school was St. Francis on Lilac Street. Belle knew the principal from a house sale years ago. Jolly Watson was called to the phone late that morning and remembered her. “You were right about not buying too large a place since our boys were already in their teens. When they left for university, Phil and I would have been rattling around that Moonglo castle.”


  “That’s good to hear. This isn’t about business, though. I’m a part of the team searching for Micro, I mean Michael Bustamante.”


  Jolly gave a moan. “God, we’re devastated. We had an assembly to discuss the rules about strangers and keep the children calm. Each class made a collage for Micro, and I took them over to his home. Mr. Malanuk thanked me. I remember meeting him and Bea at the Open House when school started. His mother’s death, his father’s and his sister’s before that. What a heavy load for a boy.”


  “Micro may have gone somewhere on his own. Time is crucial.” Belle explained her mission in needing to talk to his teacher. “I know how careful schools are these days, so I wanted to work through the right channels.”


  Jolly gave a defensive snort. “It’s not like the States yet. No metal detectors and private security.” She paused as if she were checking schedules. “An essay, you say? That would mean his English teacher. Lisa Boggs is a sweetheart. I’m sure she’ll see you. Can you come around four?”


  Later that afternoon, Belle drove to the school, passing the last yellow bus leaving the property. She parked the van and walked through the front doors. The halls were clean and cheerful, with cabinets of achievement awards, plaques and framed pictures of graduating classes. A Thanksgiving bulletin board was filled with cutouts of turkeys and Upper Canada settlers. When she reached the office, the secretary gave her Lisa’s room number. “She’s expecting you.”


  Fresh out of teacher’s college, Lisa turned out to be a tiny dynamo with fashionable small glasses and her dark brown hair gelled into wings. She wore a short, rainbow-print dress and sturdy sneakers. After shaking Belle’s hand, she offered her a chair beside her desk.


  “I haven’t had a good sleep since Micro disappeared,” Lisa said, pointing out a nearby cluster of desks, one of which held a bunch of wildflowers in a retro Coke bottle. “I shouldn’t say it, but he’s my favourite, more like a teacher’s assistant than a student. Always helping the others with infinite patience. If anyone’s harmed—”


  Belle levelled her eyes at the woman, struggling to push aside the spectre of a molester. “So far we have no solid evidence that anyone else is involved. Micro’s initiative may have gotten him into trouble.” She related what Chris had said.


  Lisa gave a weak smile, her oval face chalk-pale despite the cherry lipstick. “I’ve been off two weeks with bronchitis that turned to pneumonia. Those supply teachers. Assign work but never mark it.” With an accusing tsk, she pulled out a drawer with piles of papers and rummaged through the folders until her nimble hand fixed on one set. “It’ll take me weeks to sort this.”


  They looked at the two-page essay, neatly typed. “Sounds old-fashioned, but I always have them write about their summer. It’s a quick start, and when they read their papers aloud, they can get to know each other.”


  The essay was spell-checked, though computers couldn’t replace the eagle eye of an educator: “Ranger Paul talked to us around the campfire for twenty minuets. He said that beavers had become pests in cottage areas because of too much breading.” Breaking the tension, they erupted in laughter. Micro described a normal camp routine, fire building, shelters, plants, animals and especially food. “S’mores are great, but my counsellor Beth made us eclairs on broomsticks over the fire. She wrapped biscuit dough from those tubes on one end, baked it, and put pudding inside. They’re good, but not like Mom makes.” Belle was interested in the location, and the last paragraph contained a name.


  “Camp Sudburga,” Belle said, snapping her fingers. Named for the legendary monster whose reptilian neck broke the waters of Lake Ramsey on foggy nights, usually when the sighter had finished a six-pack. “Do you know where it is?”


  “I’m afraid not. There are so many in the region.” The playground of the North had camps for many purposes, including scouting, wilderness challenge training, Bible study, even one for kids recovering from cancer. Lisa promised to give the essay to the police, but Belle wished she could have kept it to hear his voice again, a little boy who had taken her heart hostage.


  As she rose to go, she remembered another name. “Tom Beerchuk. A friend of Micro. Is he in this class?”


  Lisa blew out a sigh of relief. “What a despicable bully he was. Very subtle, too. Hard to pin him down for discipline. A little sociopath in training, I’d say. After the first two weeks of school, his family moved to St. John’s, Newfoundland. Good riddance.”


  Driving home, Belle recapped the information. She had doubted Micro had been involved with Tom after the painting incident, but it was comforting to cross off another name. Now he’d face the punishment alone, but she had confidence in him. “Come back, Micro. Nothing is worth what you’re doing to yourself and to all of us,” she whispered as she crossed the old railbed on her road.


  After a bleak supper and an anxious evening, at ten thirty she finally reached Dave. He sounded tired from his travels, but happy to hear her voice. “I have so many people to thank. Neighbours have been bringing casseroles. The school sent collages. The Scouts are going to check the Conservation Area around Laurentian Lake. When I got back the other night from Leonora’s...Did you meet her at the viewing? I think she said—”


  “Yes, I did. Everything okay on the bakery front?” she asked with a casual cool. What he chose to share about the woman and the tenor of his voice might reveal more than appearances.


  “She’s a gem. It’s her mother. Died in her sleep in palliative care on the weekend. Eighty-nine. Poor lady lived with her all these years. A brittle diabetic who had lost both legs. Don’t know how Leo managed. I saw the obit yesterday morning, missed the funeral, but I went over to see her with flowers. I thought I should pay back some of the kindnesses people have offered me.”


  Easy enough to check. It seemed that Len was off the rails about Dave. Now they could get back to business. When she told him about Micro’s essay and Camp Sudburga, his voice gathered new energy. “His teacher had that? Why didn’t I think of going to the school? He loves Miss Boggs. Probably opened up to her.”


  “Of course, we can’t be sure, but that sleeping bag, the jerky—”


  “Micro never mentioned it, but that’s not surprising. Like any boy, he had his secrets. The camp can’t be far. Bea kept him on a close rein.” His pace speeded up. “It’s not that late. I’ve got a lot of contacts.”


  He promised to get back to her as soon as possible. Meanwhile, just in case a fast trip would be possible, Belle rescheduled her morning appointments, hoping that the changes wouldn’t irritate her clients. All she needed was for the ever-trembling business to fold. On the other hand, if she joined up with Cynthia Cryderman, could she lease a Humvee Two?


  Dave called back half an hour later as the eerie warble of a lone loon rippled across the lake. It should be gone for the winter. Perhaps it had lost its mate or was crippled. “Still up? Good news. Bill Desantis works with the Recreation and Parks Department. He knows every camp within one hundred miles.” He paused, and she could hear a tissue being generously used. “I offered to take Micro on a canoe trip, a loop in the Elliot Lake area. Showed him the maps to get his interest. He could even bring a friend. It was no use.”


  Belle drummed her fingers on the desk. Dave needed to take action, not brood over his failures as a stepfather. Clenching her jaw, she managed to keep annoyance from her voice. Some people needed a good shaking. “Where exactly is the place?”


  She heard a rustle of paper. “I’m looking at a map, Belle. It’s not that far. Over by the Ashigami area to the east. Should we—”


  “Ashigami! Whoa, Nelly. This is beginning to make a crazy kind of sense.” She helped Dave put it together. The food supplies, the old rail path. “That’s why no one has seen him on any local roads. He travelled as the crow flies.”


  “I talked to the director. The place has been locked up since the end of August. But we’re welcome to take a look. There’s a key on a hook over the door. It’s probably a wild goose chase, but I’m going crazy waiting for news. Should we go tonight? Are you up to it?”


  “A bit dangerous in the dark. Dawn’s not far off. We should tell the police now, though. They’ll dispatch a squad car.”


  “I called Detective Sumner already. There’s been a five-car pile-up on 69 near Britt. A tanker’s burning, and a load of cattle spilled onto the road. A regular massacre. No one can go out until tomorrow afternoon.”


  Belle made a fist in frustration. “Afternoon? Wait all that time? You’d think they could spare one officer. This is ridiculous.”


  He blew out a long breath. “They’ve followed several false tips about Micro already. Spotted at a bus depot in Marathon, riding down the streets of Huntsville, at a rock concert in Toronto. It’s a nightmare, and you know about staff cuts. They’re eleven officers short right now in this brutal amalgamation.”


  Belle felt like calling Steve and pulling a few personal strings, but she supposed that Micro’s flight had cost many thousands of dollars already. “Let’s go at dawn, Dave. I’ve cleared my schedule.”


  “Why aren’t I surprised? I’ll repay you somehow for this. You’re setting your life on hold for us. That’s something only family would do.”


  “Consider me an adopted aunt. Micro’s safe return will be the best payment. We can meet at my office at seven, first light, and take your car. The roads might be rough.” She was curious to see how his SUV handled.


  Despite their reputation for early bedtimes, she knew the DesRosiers were catching every last hour of news. She called Hélène, who insisted on giving her own update first. “We’re safe on one point. Dreamcatcher on the chat line turned out to be a fourteen-year-old girl in Kingston. An honour student.”


  When her friend heard about the camp, Belle had to hold the receiver away from her ringing ear. “Not that dangerous railbed! Over that high bridge a few miles east? Ed took me on the quad hunting blueberries along there once, and I nearly fainted. He had to tie me to the frame. Even so, I closed my eyes the whole way.”


  Belle resisted comment on the provocative picture of the older couple. “You have acrophobia, remember? That bridge carried trains. There’s plenty of room for a bike.”


  “I’d go with you tomorrow, but Ed has an eye exam. Those drops where you can’t drive.”


  “We’ll be fine. Don’t get your hopes too high. I could be wrong.” She looked at the clock and calculated her shrinking sleep allotment. “Anyway, I’d better get to—”


  “More good news. I got a consultation this week with Psychic Paula.”


  “Come on. Do you really think that’s going to tell us anything?” No sooner had she spoken than she regretted dampening Hélène’s parade. “Sorry to sound so—”


  “You have your hunches, I have mine. I hear she’s a lovely, sincere woman.”


  SEVENTEEN


  In his SUV, armed with a huge thermos of coffee, Dave collected Belle at the office, and they headed out Route 17 toward Ottawa. With a topo map, she explained the logistics of the old railbed, now linked to the TransCanada trail. “He was definitely listening, asking questions. And with those strong legs of his, he could have reached the camp in six or seven hours. Why didn’t I remember?”


  Dave smiled at her as they stopped at a light beside Chapters. “You’re a genius. I’d never have put this together on my own.”


  Far up the hill she could see the Silver City complex. How far away in time that happy Saturday seemed. Now perhaps they were close to ending this nightmare. But suppose they found nothing at the camp?


  They were soon passing Coniston, home of a former nickel smelter. Only a few decades ago, hills of surreal black rock where astronauts came to train for the moonwalk bore witness to over a hundred years of environmental devastation, first from logging to rebuild Chicago after the Great Fire, then from noxious open-pit smelting. Thousands of hectares of soil had washed away in a core area the size of New York City. At last Sudbury was in full recovery mode, green again. The Rye-on-the-Rocks with a lime chaser project had regrassed the area. Then over eleven million trees had been planted in a massive government, corporate and community effort which had earned an award at a United Nations Earth Summit in Rio.


  The small community of Wahnapitae sat by its namesake river, farther along, a few rundown motels and Uncle Rick’s Flea Market closed for the season. Finally they turned left at a restaurant-gas station on Kukagami Lake Road. For sale again.


  Evergreens were the dominant growth on the thin layer of peat over Cambrian granite bedrock. Out of range of the devastation miles west, taller red and white pines soared beside firs and spruce. Occasionally a swamp lake with grey spars and beaver lodges bordered the dirt road. The feathery tamaracks, wetland lovers, an unusual deciduous conifer, added lemon splashes to fall’s ongoing postcard. At crossings, painted signs to family camps, Lemieux, Niemi, Cechutti, Schultz, pointed toward thinly travelled paths into the dark woods. Dave braked as an emaciated fox stood briefly in the road, its thin brush drooping.


  “Very unnatural behaviour. Foxes are usually wary. It’s probably rabid,” Belle said. She should have kept her observations to herself. Dave had enough to worry about.


  They took the first turn to Ashigami Lake. Twenty minutes later, they saw a large sign with a swimming sea creature grinning in cartoon innocence. Camp Sudburga. A chain lay across the entrance, so they parked and stepped over it. Before them, nestled on one of many bays on twisted Ashagami Lake, was a complex of simple pine buildings. Horseshoe and volleyball grids were laid out, and a baseball diamond waited for summer. They walked toward the main lodge, Belle searching for bike tracks, Dave by her side, eyes down, and gloved hands clasped in mute prayer. The rising wind took a bite from her neck. Without its liner, the Gore-Tex parka wasn’t as warm as Dave’s sheepskin jacket.


  At a muddy spot which had hardened in the cold night, she stopped and knelt, tracing grooves with her finger. “Do you recognize this pattern? The police should be able to match it to the model. Did you buy the bike in town?”


  Dropping to one knee and touching the track with shaking fingers, Dave let out a groan of relief. “It seems familiar. I bought it at the Outside Store and put it together myself. If you’re right, he could be safe in his bed by tonight.” He brushed off his hands, stood and scanned the grounds as if wishing to be in five places at once. “Micro!” he yelled. “Are you here? It’s Dave and Belle. Come out, son. There’s no harm done.”


  The stillness of the surrounding woods was broken by the affronted chitter of a squirrel stocking up cedar cones for winter. Belle understood the man’s desperation, but if Micro were spooked, he might retreat on to forest paths where they couldn’t follow. Still, Dave thought he recognized the tracks. Her heart rate picked up. “Let’s search the buildings. He won’t be sitting by a campfire. His gear will be inside.”


  The lodge was a one-storey log building with add-ons. Behind it, smaller cabins for campers and counsellors dotted the grounds along with storage sheds. Dave reached up over the front door and blew out a breath of relief. “Here’s the key. Pretty stupid to leave it here like an invitation, though I guess there’s not much to take.”


  “A cottager would rather sacrifice a boat motor or bottle of rye than get vandalized,” Belle added. “But it’s far from town, and I can’t see teenagers driving all over the bush when there are easy pickings closer to home. My road gets a few break-ins every fall when townies leave.”


  The lodge had a typical musty smell from unheated closure. Passing though the dining room, complete with long, oil-clothed trestle tables for fifty and a fieldstone fireplace at one end, they entered the kitchen. A wall calendar stopped at August. Out of curiosity, Belle checked the cupboards: dry supplies of rice, pasta and flour in sealed containers. Canned goods would freeze.


  “No sign of recent use, but Micro’s always been neat,” Dave said, running a finger through the dust on the counter as the corners of his mouth wavered. “Maybe the tracks belonged to another rider. Let’s try the other rooms.”


  Unwilling to leave until she had touched every corner, Belle paced the room. At the moment of abandoned hope, with Dave already turning to the corridor, something caught her eye. She bent to collect a small plastic bag lodged under the overhang of the sink cabinet. It smelled like jerky, and tasting one shard brought back memories. Dave watched her carefully, his eyes brightening with hope. “He’s been here!” she said.


  He took the bag, examining it like a talisman, a crease on his broad brow. “I’d like to believe that...but are you sure?”


  She smacked her lips. Taste and smell were more powerful memory organs than sight and sound. The flaky crust and sweet tartness of her famous mother’s cherry pie had deep roots in her memory, try as she would without success to duplicate it. “Green jalapeño sauce. Hélène’s secret ingredient.”


  As they locked eyes, then headed for the hall, he gestured to her. “You take that room, and I’ll look in there.”


  The two pine-panelled bedrooms were probably maintained for the camp director and assistant. Nothing out of place, but was it her imagination that there seemed to be a depression in the old spring bed, sloppy mattress or not? Had a sleeping bag rested there? Belle tested the window. It lifted easily, and the shutter outside, a sheet of brown, painted plywood braced by a stick in summer, was unlatched. A removable sliding screen sat on the floor. An old stump below made an easy stepstool.


  Dave returned, his shoulders sagging. “Nothing.”


  “Watch this. Why would Micro have known about the key? But he could have come in through here.”


  He ran his fingers over the sill, brushed a bead of fear-sweat from his temple. “Then where in the name of God is he, Belle?”


  The other outbuildings were firmly padlocked, and so was the large boathouse with stacks of canoes, kayaks and paddle boats visible through the cobwebbed panes. The lake rippled with the wind as a trout broke the surface to grab the season’s last mosquito.


  Dave sat on a picnic table with his head in his hands, fighting back tears as he took out his wallet and showed her a school picture of Micro, beaming into the camera in a white shirt and tie. Dave’s hands made fists of stress, and he looked on the edge of collapse in a struggle between hope and despair as he focused his weary eyes on the dark woods. “I’m going to stay, at least until the police arrive. You take the car. I’ll get a ride back.”


  “Well, I—” If he was around, Micro was clearly spooked. And he wasn’t going to come to Dave. He’d be more receptive to an officer.


  Dave shook his head. “I had another terrible idea. What if he met someone here? That last message.”


  “Why choose to meet here? It’s miles from town.” He hadn’t mentioned the gun, a dangerous addition to any scenario.


  “All the more reason. No one around.”


  “Or are you saying someone led Micro here...and kidnapped him?” The thought sent an icy charge down her spine. And the location pointed to someone who knew the area.


  “I know I need to stay cool, but it’s as if my brain’s working against itself. All kinds of crazy ideas are flowing in, no matter how hard I try to focus. I just want him home and this nightmare to end.” Belle watched him smoulder like a volcano, powerless to act. He stood suddenly, blinking against the sun. “Car tracks at the gate. I didn’t look. Did you?”


  She placed a steadying grip on his shoulder. “Stay calm, Dave. I know it’s hard, but let’s think this thing through. There’s a much simpler possibility. Yes, he’s gone, but not because of our arrival. We would have seen him run, and how could he have packed up that fast? Suppose he came here to live off the land and discovered that his belly hurt after a few days. Squirrels and rabbits aren’t easy to kill, even with that .22. He has no fishing equipment. Plain rice and pasta gets boring.” She recalled their conversation about aboriginals and how vegetarianism wouldn’t have supported a hunter-gatherer lifestyle, especially under extreme cold.


  “If he’s back in town, he’ll be found soon enough.” Dave smacked a fist into his large hand in a gesture of confidence. “Maybe I’m way off base on this idea of another person. Thanks for the wake-up call.”


  Belle nodded as she checked her watch surreptitiously. Closing in on eleven. She needed to get back to the office. “The police will give the camp a closer look this afternoon.” She didn’t add that from day one they would have been checking the Ontario Sex Offenders’ Registry of over four thousand people.


  He stood, squaring his shoulders, a catch in his voice. “There is someone else. Micro’s uncle, Rafe Bustamante. The boy liked him. I could almost hope—”


  “Hélène mentioned him.”


  “He’s an eye surgeon in Cleveland. Rafe came up each summer when Michael Sr. was alive. Bea said they made a great trio. Rafe and his wife couldn’t have children.” He groaned. “After Bea...died, Micro wanted to go and live with him. Maybe it would have been for the best.”


  “But surely you don’t think he took the boy across the border. That’s impossible these days.”


  He shrugged. “Come on, Belle. You’re too law-abiding. With a bribe to someone with a boat, you can enter the States via the St. Lawrence, around Ganonoque, for example. Maybe you’re right in figuring that Micro came here, got sick of the rough life, then went back to town and called Rafe collect.”


  “That would be easy to check. He has a practice, a home. A child can’t be hidden.”


  “I phoned when Micro first disappeared. Seems he’s off in Europe on a vacation. Or so his office says. It could be a ruse.” Then he coughed as if disgusted with himself. “The man’s a professional. This speculation is crazy. I feel like diving into a bottle of rye.”


  “But you won’t, Dave.”


  “Thanks for the confidence. Sorry for the self-pity. It’s not my normal mode.”


  She thought for a moment, running over all possibilities. “Whatever his plans, he’ll need money. Was anything withdrawn from his account?”


  “Not a cent. First thing we checked.”


  A thorough examination by the gate revealed only rough gravel. Winds had blown sand across the road. As they got into the SUV, Belle rubbed her shoulder. She’d wrenched it moving wood from the pile to the deck crib, and it was taking its middle-aged time to repair. “When I get home from work, I’m taking a hike and getting into a nice hot sauna before dinner. Last one of the year.”


  She listened to him talking on his cellphone, getting patched through to Detective Sumner. “A cruiser’s already on the way. And now that they have a lead on where he’s been, they’re bringing out the Canine Unit. If he’s in the bush, he’ll be found. No worries. That’s what he said. No worries.”


  Belle met his eyes. “Dogs can work miracles, days, even weeks later. Things are moving, Dave. And he’s still alive. That’s the greatest gift.”


  At the office, the first thing Belle did was call Hélène, but the number was busy. She didn’t reach her until four thirty, when she got home early, having left Miriam to man the barricades.


  “Dave just called. The magic ingredient in my jerky. How clever of you to remember. And you think he may have left? But where now? Back here by the same route? Why doesn’t the boy smarten up?” Hélène asked.


  “Any news about the mysterious e-mail?”


  “Let me check my notes. I’m not a computer expert, but I may become one.” There was a pause while she told Ed that dinner wasn’t ready and that he wasn’t to fill up on the pickled eggplant. “It was a Hotmail address. The police traced the source.”


  Belle sat up. “And?” Where would the cybertrail lead?


  “A public-usage computer at the MacKenzie Street library. They have six, and there’s no supervision.”


  “So it’s local. That’s a relief.” Better a local predator than one who could take the boy provinces away. She didn’t elaborate to Hélène.


  “Yes, and it could be another teenager. We don’t know.” Belle heard the sound of a door slam and Ed’s booming hello. “Got to run. Dave’s here for supper, and the porketta just went in.”


  Belle hung up with a few encouraging words she was beginning to have difficulty believing. Clearly, Hélène was still rationalizing. If he’d taken the old railbed again, Micro would be back by now.


  She took Freya up her trail to clear her head. Was it her imagination, or did a mosquito dive-bomb her ear? October 8th already, but the few warm days had resurrected another bloodthirsty generation, learning their vampiric trade from first hatch. As they travelled the soft turf, Freya chased a shrew into the underbrush in joyous abandon, receiving a nip on the nose which made her shriek. Her mistress’s preoccupation with Micro had cut time from their activities.


  Thirty minutes later, restored by the energizing peace of the forest, Belle collected wood from her tarped pile and went out to the little red sauna saved from the original cottage property. Opening the stove, she popped in paper scrunkles, kindling, then dry pine splits for a roaring blaze. After lugging a bucket of water from the lake, she placed it on the lowest tier of the wooden bench. No change room, nor shower. Finnish style without the birch scourges, it smelled like a cedar forest.


  Back inside the house, Freya wolfed her meal as usual. With no meat unfrozen, Belle scanned the cupboards and decided to stay vegetarian in Micro’s honour for another night. Eating less meat certainly reduced the grocery bill. A can of baked beans with molasses could dress up a raft of whole wheat toast. Easiest way to get fibre short of Freya’s Metamucil, even if the Bumble Bea logo on the bread package was a constant reminder of the murder.


  Storms aside, fall was the quietest time on the lake. Boats had gone to dry dock, snowmobilers fine-tuned their engines waiting for the big, deep lake’s mid-January freeze, last in the region. The air was crisp and cool, and in the privacy of her quarter-acre, she was queen of a vast country, the 180° view of the mirrored lake framed by gentle, graduating hills. Near the North River, on a high island often shrouded in petticoat fogs, a Hudson Bay post had been built in 1820. It had taken nearly another hundred years before Europeans had lived here, working in the lumbering camps in Skead. Because of the difficult access, seventy-five per cent of the shoreline was still pristine wilderness, but that was changing, and not for the better. More people meant more noise, traffic and pollution.


  Glad that the boathouse shielded her from the war-torn remains of the dock base, its shattered concrete walkway a reminder of nature’s power, she poured a Maudite beer from Quebec and relaxed on the deck with the biography of Pauline Johnson she’d been reading. It told the story of a woman trapped between two worlds. Her father was a Mohawk chief and his devoted wife a shy Englishwoman. After her father’s untimely death brought penury to the family, Pauline, a talented poet, took off on endless recital tours across Canada. Her poignant themes dealt with the denigration of a once noble people.


  The overproof beer rocketed to Belle’s head. One was more than enough. Going back inside, she shook off her clothes, then left by the basement patio doors, ambling barefoot across the sparse grass. Instead of a bathing suit, she wore panties and a towel around her shoulders. With absent summer neighbours on one side and a greenbelt on the other, she enjoyed total privacy. Going topless was legal for women in progressive Ontario, but how many tried it at the public beaches on Lake Ramsey?


  Flushes of dry leaves from her prize maple near the shore were skittering in gentle dances. Belle never raked in the fall. From the surrounding forest, others took their place, so why not wait until spring? Savouring the sun, Freya rolled in abandon on the lawn, exposing her vulnerable pink groin, the true sign of a relaxed dog.


  Belle’s toes curled deliciously in the spongy turf, but as she opened the heavy door of the sauna, heat smacked her like a brick. “Wheew. Take my toxins, puh-lease.” Hanging up the towel, she sat on the lowest bench, pulled the dipper from the bucket and ladled water onto the clustered cobble rocks framed in metal on top of the stove. Billowing steam rose in clouds, and for a moment she couldn’t see, laughing at the effect. After relaxing for awhile as the temperature edged past 90°F on the old thermometer, she began scrubbing with the raspy loofah sponge, sluicing water over her arms and legs. Fish-belly white for the next seven months, it was the Canadian condition, healthy but as uninspiring as the oatmeal which had fuelled the nation’s empire builders.


  Stretching in languor, she left the sauna, her skin tingling, gave a quick glance along the lake, and waded up to her thighs, chuffing at the frigid water as she cupped it over her body. She thought she heard a splash as she hustled back to the grass, but being on one side of a point, she couldn’t see far along the right shore. A flash of colour caught her attention as a white, black and brown merganser skittered across the water’s mirrored surface, followed by his more prosaic, red-headed mate having a bad hair day. Belle chuckled at the performance. “Get going! You have a reservation in South Carolina. If only I could fly.”


  Back inside, she drizzled more water on the rocks, then lay down to let heat seep into her bones. The cold dip had penetrated to her core. How Micro had managed to plunge in during the storm still amazed her. Suddenly she felt selfish, enjoying herself while he....She shook off the guilt. Everyone with a lost child learned that falling apart was no option. The time passed while she worked up an appetite, her stomach growling, the perfect sauce for any meal. She thought she heard a noise outside, perhaps a plane on the airport approach. Then the building gave a slight shudder. Blasting again at the new mine a few miles away over the hills? Sitting up too quickly, she felt lightheaded and remembered that she had skipped lunch. She needed to shower off the sweat and start dinner.


  Belle got up, a bit unsteady and perturbed at herself for drinking on an empty stomach, and swiped her face with the towel. Then she closed down the fire draft. Heat would remain for almost twenty-four hours once the building had reached max. The large round thermometer read over 105°. She pushed the heavy wooden door, surprised at the resistance. Swollen with humidity? She pushed again. Then again. It wouldn’t budge. She kicked it, threw herself against its boards and fell back, banging an elbow on the benches. The door had a tight fit, but it seemed nailed shut. Panic rose in her chest, and she began gasping. The tiny windowless building was a tomb, tough as the old miner who built it. And she had no axe, no weapon to break out. Sweat streaming down her face, her arms slick as they pounded on the door, she began screaming, pressing her face to the seams. Who would hear her? There wasn’t another neighbour for half a mile, and no boaters. Struggling not to faint, she heard a whine outside. Freya pawed the wood, curious, then anxious, setting up a mournful howl. With choking breaths that seared her lungs, Belle assumed a tone of command, fighting a terror which might confuse the dog. “Go see Hélène! Go see Hélène! Go!” The dog would sense that her mistress was in trouble. There was no enemy to bite, no intruder to bark at. Only another human could come to the rescue. Would she understand?


  Belle repeated the commands, and Freya continued to whimper, leaping at the door, her strong claws scrabbling. Then a yelp, followed by an ominous silence outside as the stove crackled and Belle’s eyeballs burned like cinders. “Freya? Are you there? Speak!” Hoarse from yelling, she was sorry she’d called the dog back. Animals needed simple commands. Context and tones counted more than words. Her head was pounding, and cramps racked her belly. She was dizzy and weak, as if she’d run a marathon in Death Valley. This wasn’t the way she thought amoral nature would punish her stupidity. She’d be on her snowmachine, bogging in slush on some remote lake or lost in a sudden atmospheric fog on Wapiti, out of gas and without shelter as dusk fell and a joyride turned deadly. Freezing was preferable, but the results were the same. Then she passed out on the floor.


  EIGHTEEN


  A pantheist who found her temples in the woods, Belle didn’t believe in the concept of hell. But she was changing her mind, roasting in the belly of a deep-fat-fried whale. A human turducken. Images kaleidoscoped across her feverish mind, red lava floes shading to black. She watched her father in his gerry chair, gesturing and calling to her.


  Then a pounding and a rush of air, but she was too weak to open her eyes. When she tried to talk, her swollen tongue cleaved to the roof of her mouth. Her throat constricted, she saw her father flex his muscles, rip off the lap tray and send it sailing like a paper plate, then rise, his legs oxen-strong. Once he’d jumped into a swimming pool, where her wiry six-year-old body was shivering from cold in the shallows, and lifted her out, hugging her to his warm and hairy barrel chest. Then her ears registered fragmented voices, moving in and out like the annoying static on the CBC. She tried to tune in, but she was out of range. Was she in her van? A crimson cloud blurred her vision.


  Suddenly she was lifted into the air, floating, then laved in coolness, blessing its wash over her limbs. The Balm of Gilead. Then cruel rocks pressed her backbone. A chorus of voices, muttering, yelling, assaulted her from all directions. More lifting, her arms and legs dangling like a broken doll. The roar of an engine. Something wrapped around her. No longer hot, no longer cold. Perfect porridge for the three bears. They’d be in their dens now, like she was, snug and cozy. She submitted gracefully to fate. Grace was her hole card. Would she meet her mother at the end of that long, luminous corridor that ushered travellers between life and death? She wasn’t ready, but how many people were? Would she return in another form? A pampered dog? A mini-poodle? She thought she heard herself laugh.


  When she opened her eyes, she blinked at a strong white light. She could make out no figures, instead a vision from the wrong end of a telescope. “Mother? I didn’t want to come this soon.” She tried to rise on her elbows, but fell back from a punishing feebleness she’d never imagined. Something pricked at one arm, but if she didn’t move, the pain subsided. The rules were clear. Then she closed her eyes and slept pillowed in a peaceful place with no more dreams.


  When she awoke again, she saw streaks of dawn creeping through a window. But not her window. Not her spacious, comfortable room with its undulating waterbed across from the framed silhouette of her mother. A light came on. A jolly white-haired man with a big belly and a snowy beard stood by her side, holding her wrist, his soft hazel eyes crinkling. “Santa?”


  “I’ve been called worse.” He offered a cherubic smile. “Sorry about the harsh light, but I need to look at you. Feeling better?”


  She felt restored, as if she’d had a blood transfusion. Lifting one leg, then the other, she breathed in deliciously. Her systems were working again, power and energy on the rise. Palmers were made of the same stern stuff that had sent their forebears thousands of miles from Inverness to the Holy Land, bearing their signature fronds. He affixed a blood pressure cuff, pumped and waited, nodding approval at the result. “120/70. Good.” Then he flashed a penlight into her eyes. I’m ready for my close-up now, Mr. DeMille.


  “What...happened?” Somehow she knew, but the details were splices of film stuttering across a broken screen.


  “Welcome back, lucky lady. I hear you’re in the real estate business. You came within a whisker of buying a lot from Saint Peter. If your core body temperature had reached 105°F, your organs would have shut down.”


  105°F. That was nearly the last image in her memory. On the empty bed beside them, he took a seat. Belle raised her hand. “What’s this?”


  “Simple fluids and electrolytes. The ice bath saved you.”


  “You gave me an ice bath here?”


  Jim McAlister, according to his plastic nametag, chuckled softly and shook his head. “Maybe ‘icy’ is more the word. Your quick-thinking friends placed you in the lake. The ambulance would have taken an hour to reach your place. Close to thirty deaths in Canada each year from heat stroke. Usually athletes or the elderly shut up in apartments, but saunas can do an efficient job.” He consulted her chart and levelled his eyes at her, clear and honest, like her father’s. “No cardiovascular or respiratory conditions. The woman, Mrs. DesRosiers, is it? said you aren’t on anti-depressants or neuroleptics as far as she knows, but your blood showed traces of alcohol. That’s a bad combination for high temperatures, especially if you’re alone.”


  Belle tried to remember. “One beer, but I guess it was a strong one.”


  He raised a mildly chastizing eyebrow and cleared his throat. “You must have passed out.”


  Chunks of memory were assembling like dominoes. “The door! It stuck!” She shifted in bed and winced at a pain in her right elbow.


  “Surely not enough to have imprisoned you.” He moved her arm gently, examining the purple bruise. “You’re a strong woman. Look at those biceps. Do you lift weights?”


  “It’s heredity. My father looks the same. Or at least he did.” The doctor was so kind, his admonition about the beer so gentle a lecture that she felt near tears. She licked her dry lips as her gaze gravitated to the water pitcher. Nodding, he poured her a glass, helping her shaking hands lift it to her mouth. City tap water she avoided, but now she sipped from the fountain of youth.


  Paged by a nurse at the door, he said, “You can have visitors, but I want you to stay one more night. The blood tests look fine. I’m ordering an electrocardiogram to be on the safe side.”


  He patted her arm and left at eight, according to her watch on a night table, still ticking after its licking in the lake. Belle was vibrating at the idea he planted about coronary problems. “Snap out of it, you hypo,” she muttered.


  Half an hour later, in came Miriam, who ran to the bed and deposited a box of a dozen doughnuts. Even the luscious assortment pictured on the cardboard couldn’t tempt Belle. She needed water more than food. Miriam hugged her fiercely, her Brillo-pad hair surprisingly soft, like the woman herself, who could scare off a mugger but wept at Dark Victory. Miriam rarely wore perfume, but a light dust of lilac talcum powder rose from her warm skin.


  “Hélène called me last night, but visiting hours were over. I’ll take the Auger showing this afternoon. I know your tricks. Drop of vanilla on the stove racks for a home-baked touch.” She cupped Belle’s face in her hands for an assessment, a worried crease dividing her light grey eyes. “I didn’t know what to expect. You look all right. A bit pinker than usual.”


  “Medium rare. I’m okay, just humiliated. What would I do without you?” Belle tried to sit up for a marginal dignity, but the hospital gown gave “off the shoulders” a new meaning.


  “Hélène told me the basics about your accident. She was too busy with Ed to go into much detail.”


  “Ed?” Belle’s blood pressure spiked forty points. “What’s wrong with him?” She ran fingers through her short red hair, embarrassingly greasy and no doubt peppered with additional grey. This was no beauty salon, even at two thousand dollars per day.


  Miriam stroked her arm, her face stern but reassuring. “You’re getting pale as the chicken I stuffed for dinner. Don’t fade out on me. It’s nothing serious. He had some chest pains.”


  “Chest...” Belle felt a sudden nausea. Was she responsible for this crisis? Soon she’d need a keeper.


  Miriam turned toward the door as a clamour arose in the corridor. Hélène wheeled Ed into the room while he barked directions. Parking him with a sharp look and kicking the tire for good measure, Hélène approached the bed. “You’re awake. The nurse came and told me in the ICU.”


  Craning her neck with difficulty, Belle looked at Ed, fussing with his standard blue gown, trying to cover one large, freckled shoulder. “Ed, are you—”


  With the professionalism of one who’d visited many elderly relatives in the hospital, Hélène cranked the bed up and adjusted the IV line. “Dad’s fine. A pulled muscle in his rib cage. You know what happens when fat old men mention chest pains. They get every ding dong test tout de suite. Women have to grow their own bypasses like my sister Maria.”


  Ed grunted. His bare pink feet, totally hairless, bounced on the footrests like newborn piglets. “I haven’t had a bite to eat since lunch yesterday. Do they starve people to get them out faster?”


  Belle pointed to the box, and Miriam passed it around. Ed’s round face broke into a holiday smile as he juggled a doughnut.


  Hélène told most of the story, in deference to his gobbles. Freya had arrived on their deck and barked, joined by Rusty until the door was opened. Hearing all the ruckus, Dave and Ed came up from the dock.


  “How did you know where to find me?” Belle asked.


  “It was Lassie to the rescue,” Hélène said.


  Ed smacked his lips, red jelly dribbling down his unshaven chin, and reached for a maple dip. “Rin Tin Tin, more like.”


  “Leave some for Belle.” Hélène snatched the box from his grasp. “Freya galloped along the road, down your drive, and straight to the sauna, jumping at the door. We couldn’t imagine what could have happened, but we knew something was terribly wrong.” She paused for breath, her bright eyes caught up in the drama, laugh lines softening the corners. “Dave was so fast. He ran like a sprinter and had you in his arms minutes before Dad and I could make our way down.”


  “Dave saved my life?” He’d paid her back in a way she couldn’t have imagined.


  “Forced the darn door. Said it stuck some wicked. You were out cold.” She paused with a grin. “Well, not cold. Then the men put you into the lake. Dipped like a Dairy Queen cone.” She looked at the cross on the wall and did a fast genuflection of gratitude. “Or maybe baptism is a better description.”


  “Call me born again.” Belle shuddered to recall that chill. “So that’s why—”


  “Dave took the St. John Ambulance training. You were burning up. Face red as a lobster.”


  And without much more clothes, she thought, her helplessness a result of body and mind parting company. She’d never gone under anaesthesia and hoped she never would. Nor would she enter a sauna alone again. Social occasions only. Hélène cocked her thumb at Ed. “Mr. Arnold Schwarzenegger had to carry you to our car, show off his new hip. We told the 911 people that we’d meet the ambulance on the way to save time. We pulled a transfer at the North Star Confectionary on Skead Road. Dad had keeled over by then, so they got a twofer.”


  “I never keeled,” Ed said with a pout. “You’re exaggerating as usual, woman. Ought to write a book, the way you make things up.”


  Belle was tiring from information overload. As her swollen lids fluttered, she saw Hélène elbow Miriam. The women kissed her, and Hélène promised to return that evening with her reading glasses and vitamins. Belle dozed, vaguely registering conversation in the hall, clinks of carts, rolling gurneys and the occasional laugh which relieved the poignant traffic of health care. When she was taken down for the electrocardiogram, she slept through the experience.


  Back in her room at last, she felt a cool, gentle hand brush her forehead. A tiny woman in a white habit, bent from a humpback, hovered at her side, an odd plant in her wizened hand. The blood-red garnets in the rosary at her waist winked, the concession to luxury reminiscent of Chaucer’s Prioress. “I chose this one especially for you.”


  It was Sister Veronica, a Cecilianist nun, who preferred the formal habit out of tradition or stubborn individualism. The Health Centre had originally been St. Joseph’s Hospital until the amalgamation of Sudbury’s three care sites. Of an age known only to God and probably fudged in personnel records, she worked sixty-hour weeks in “semi-retirement” and acted as Crisis Liaison Officer, comforting worried families and collecting toys for sick children and loaner plants for adults. Every few hours, she cruised the chapel, where she’d met Belle last year, who had been praying that her father would survive a choking incident.


  Belle squinted at the strange growth, green cups with pink insides, fringed with tiny spikes which closed over their victims, the stuff of science fiction or The Little Shop of Horrors. “A Venus fly trap? I’m not that ruthless a realtor.”


  Her thin mouth an enigma of dry humour, Sister gave an offended sniff from her patrician nose. “Cerberus is a personal favourite. It’s a Darwinian, like you, and it’ll provide entertainment...if a bug comes along.”


  Belle laughed until her stomach muscles hurt. “I’ll leave the window open and whistle.”


  Pushing an errant grey hair back under her wimple, Sister gave her a steely look, as if the fun was now over. “I heard what happened. Everyone’s talking about the woman with heat stroke at the beginning of October. Sounds rather foolish to drink like that.”


  Belle felt her face flush with annoyance at the rumour mill. Did the hospital broadcast bloodwork results over the PA? “God looks out for fools, and I had one beer. One.” She described her friends’ efforts.


  A rare smile of nostalgia broke out on the venerable old nun’s wrinkled face, a badger in drag. “Dave Malanuk. I remember Davey from that terrible tent fire. He was airlifted to Sick Children’s Burn Unit in Toronto, then came back here for a month while the grafts healed. Sixteen. He was so brave.” She paused in reflection. “Very determined. Nothing would stand in his way.”


  “Maybe that’s why he chose fundraising as a career,” Belle said. “Never takes no for an answer and makes people feel good about giving more.”


  “Yes, as I recall, he was instrumental in the drive for our long-awaited MRI machine.” Sister Veronica glanced at the gold lapel watch pinned to her habit. Then she excused herself for a grief-counselling appointment as lunch arrived.


  “Bring me back a Big Mac,” Belle called.


  She managed only the jello, juice and oatmeal cookie. What lurked in the other divisions of the tray would baffle scientists. A double chocolate doughnut added to the sugar fix.


  At three o’clock, Len arrived with a bunch of red carnations, their fragrance adding a welcome spicy touch to the typical tang of disinfectant. “Dave called me. A sauna, for God’s sake. Who would have thought?” he said. “How long will you be out of commish?”


  “Getting sprung tomorrow. Have a doughnut.”


  “Sour cream. Mmmmm.” Len took three quick bites.


  This was beginning to resemble a party. Guests, food, entertainment. What next? She worked her brain to remember her former life. It seemed like a week since she’d entered the sauna. Was that how coma patients felt? Pulling herself back to the present, she asked, “So did you hear about the test results on that bone?”


  “Uh.” He struggled to swallow and looked out the window at an air ambulance settling down onto the helipad. “They...I’m afraid they lost it.” His voice was subdued, and his pouchy eyes darted back and forth.


  She didn’t like the sound of this, and her voice rose. “The lab lost the bone? How could—”


  “Not to worry. I’m sure it’ll turn up. Listen up, I have new information on Jason Lew—”


  “What’s this about a lab and a bone? Are we talking about some half-baked civilian investigation?” A deep voice echoed in the doorway. In a charcoal trenchcoat, Steve walked in with an armful of reading material. He glowered at Belle as she squirmed like a shady ladybug on a pin, offering a few feeble sentences, reaching for the water in a bid for sympathy.


  “You did what? At a crime scene?” His dark brows crossed into storm mode and lightning backlit his black eyes. Len moved from the bed and retreated to a chair, lacing his hands over his belly.


  No sense in lying. Pick your battles. Belle struggled to explain herself, choosing words carefully, like playing Scrabble. Steve took his job seriously, so prickly about interference. “It had already been removed by a coon or a fox. We only—”


  “It’s a good thing you’re already in a hospital.” He gave a cursory nod at Len, whose head and neck were turtling into his torso then stabbed his finger towards Belle. “He’s a PI, if that’s any excuse. You’re a realtor. Do I have to read you the dictionary definition?”


  “Sorry, I’ve got an appointment.” Len oozed out.


  With an unintelligible curse which might have been Ojibwa, Steve dumped the pile on a table and strode out, leaving Belle like a child caught playing with hand grenades.


  She amused herself until dinner by leafing through his thoughtful gifts. Maclean’s, Canadian Geographic, even a Storyteller, Canada’s fiction magazine. What surprised her was a hardcover copy of Fast-Talking Dames by Maria DiBattista, a comprehensive study of the era of babes, goddesses and working girls who came of age with the birth of sound and ran away with the times. $40.95. Ouch. He never stayed mad, but the tempest had to blow itself out.


  Hélène returned at seven, carrying a wide-mouthed aluminum thermos and a couple of whole-grain buns. “Dad was still shovelling rigatoni when I left. Making up for lost time, since he shed a few ounces. Here’s some homemade minestrone.” She placed the reading glasses on the table with a baggie of pills. “Hope I got the right ones. Just took a general selection from that big jar in your bathroom. What’s this lecithin?”


  “Brain food. I’d better triple the dosage. You’re an angel.” She pointed to the cumbersome tray with five kinds of mush in neutral tones. It might have been shepherd’s pie, lasagna or lamb stew.


  “Kill it before it multiplies.” Hélène trucked the monster to the corridor where she deposited it like toxic waste.


  “The nurse said all meals come from Ottawa in a cost-saving measure. Buying flats of TV dinners from Costco would be a hell of a lot tastier and cheap. Take a letter to the Minister of Health.” As she heard a dog bark down on the Lake Ramsey boardwalk where city folk took their pets, she realized that she hadn’t thought of the canine who had gone the distance.


  “How’s Freya?” Belle asked.


  Hélène shook with laughter, pouring out the soup and handing Belle a spoon. “She got a top sirloin as a reward. Could have had a couple of pounds of old moosemeat, too, but Ed cleaned out the freezer a few weeks ago and took it to the dump along with a ton of junk in the plow truck. My cousin in Bisco always brings us a fresh quarter at Thanksgiving.”


  Belle snapped mental fingers. The ancient plow truck’s bed was half gone, and a culvert humped the road near where the suspect parcel had landed. “Wait a minute. Was the meat in an LCBO bag?” Hélène’s surprised nod gave the answer. That explained the arrival of the package. She felt sorry about having blamed the trapper, wherever he was now, probably working his fall line at Thor Lake.


  “Any new developments on Micro?”


  “Best news for last. The bike tracks matched his model. The Outside Store sold only five of those, and the police have accounted for the others. So he was there, Belle.” She squeezed her hand and managed a smile.


  After her friend left, Belle picked up the Sudbury Star she’d brought. A grow-op in the news again. Members of the Joint Forces Drug Enforcement Unit had raided an apartment on Prete Street. Over two hundred plants were found, each with a value of a thousand dollars. In addition, by-products such as cannabis resin, shake and bud were recovered. This initiative made the personal pot farm she’d seen in the bush look like kindergarten. Two hundred thousand? Her eyes bugged out like Sylvester’s before a vat of cream. One good year and either early retirement, or a cell in the North Bay Penitentiary with no more bagels. She was still ravenous, despite Hélène’s scrumptious soup. She checked the doughnut box. Empty.


  NINETEEN


  Shortly before eight the next morning, a huge nurse with chestnut eyes and a Celtic foghorn voice bore down on her with a tray. “Breakfast.”


  “Wonderful. Can you take off this IV?”


  “Not on your life. Think of it as a little friend.”


  Eager to hear any news of Micro, Belle gulped the juice of undefinable extraction and took the hockey-puck bran muffin to the lounge down the hall. Seated awkwardly on a sofa, she dipped it into her tepid cup of brown water. “If this is coffee, give me tea. If this is tea...” she muttered as the announcer began. “Still no word in the case of the missing Sudbury boy. His father has offered a reward. Details at six.” Dave was pulling out all the stops. As if he didn’t have enough to worry him, he had to take time out to rescue an idiotic woman. A video came on with Micro opening a present at what looked like an outdoor birthday party. Bea was carrying a monster chocolate cake across the lawn to a group of giggling children in funny hats. With a clenched jaw, Belle wheeled forward to switch off the picture and grabbed a tattered Reader’s Digest. “Ten Ways to Beat the Gas Crisis.”


  At high noon, declining the free lunch, with McAlister’s blessing she divorced her little friend and cashed in her chips at the health care casino, having broken even by staying alive. Following hospital rules, Hélène arrived to push her wheelchair to the elevator, then out to the covered portico where Ed waited in their Buick LeSabre, its 790 station playing Patsy Cline’s “I Fall to Pieces”. Had she ever.


  “Miriam is taking care of everything at the office. It’s Friday anyway. You and Freya are staying with us,” Hélène said.


  “But I—”


  Hélène placed a warning finger on her friend’s dry lips, and short of biting it, what could she do but smile with gratitude? “Just for a day. When I’m old and greyer and need a vacation from Ed before I kill him, I’ll stay with you, and you can treat me like a queen. Deal?”


  She’d been warned about overdoing it, but over the weekend, primed with Hélène’s stuffed beef roll and gnocchi, pillowed to death on the sofa with a copy of Riders of the Purple Sage, and forced to watch cooking shows all afternoon and American football until bed, Belle felt like a restive racehorse bumped at the starting gate. The second spare room had another torturous mattress, which folded her five ways. At least she scored some emollient for her lips, but she was tossing back their ibuprofen like peanuts.


  Monday she returned to work and set the world on normal wash instead of spin. She called Dave to invite him to dinner, the least she could do, but got no answer at his house or office. In the meantime, the day for the appointment with Psychic Paula had arrived.


  Tuesday at four, she and Hélène drove down the busy Kingsway and took a perilous road winding up the stark rock face that anchored downtown Sudbury. At the entrance to Paula’s shabby stucco house was a shrine to the Virgin, constructed from small bits of coloured glass and cement. In an unusual touch, the statue was polished ebony. Hélène raised an eyebrow, but Belle wondered if it represented the Black Madonna, a likeness found in many French churches after the Crusades, or whether the motif was New World. Dried bundles of goldenrod, black-eyed Susans and daisies decorated the rustic altar, sheltered by plastic sheets. Farther up the rock face, Belle thought she saw a chicken foot. Or was it a tangled root? Under a broken screen, a crayoned sign was affixed to the front door. “Come in.”


  In the tiny living room, strange spices made Belle’s nose twitch. Curry? Coconut? Cabbage? Lime? Dusty brocade curtains were drawn against the light. “Please enter,” a creaky, disembodied voice said, and they parted a beaded curtain into a dining room. In a long white linen dress, a wizened woman dark as India ink sat embraced by a massive high-backed rattan chair, a paisley turban on her head. Before her on a carved oak table was a crystal ball on a lace cloth. Belle struggled to retain a neutral expression.


  “Welcome, Hélène. How lovely that you brought a friend.”


  As a furnace roared into action in the bowels of the house, the fug of oil heat began to move the air, tinkling the dangling crystals of the chandelier. After the introductions, the visitors took two plastic nesting chairs. Paula explained that she would try to channel into one of her contacts in the “shadow world which lies beyond ours.”


  “You have told me the sad facts of his disappearance. Did you bring an article belonging to the boy?” she asked.


  Hélène passed over a FUBU T-shirt. A knot in her throat, Belle remembered Micro wearing it on their last morning together. With the reverence accorded the Shroud of Turin, Paula grasped it with candy-apple-red taloned fingers, closed her rheumy eyes, and suddenly the lights dimmed. An eerie green floated up through the ball like a ghostly protoplasm. Some form of pyrotechnics?


  The air was suffocating, patchouli incense burning nearby in a censer hung from the ceiling. Belle shifted in her chair, on the alert for fakery. She could hear Hélène’s expectant breathing, felt her own heart’s drum. The honk of Paula’s broad nose into a tissue gave strange punctuation to the tremulous moment. “Hold hands, my lovies. The circle will strengthen the power.”


  They locked hands and waited. Hélène’s was warm, Paula’s cold as raw turkey tendons. Outside, a cat squalled, and a transport’s jake brakes shrieked. Paula’s breath came in short gasps. “Are you there?” The table rapped twice. Belle blinked. They were still connected. Was a foot control in operation?


  “Thank you for answering my call, Ruth. Ever vigilant for your fellow children.” She summarized what Hélène had related, how he had vanished in the night on his bike. He had gone to a camp in the bush but had escaped their efforts to find him. The room returned to dead quiet. Minutes passed. Belle felt a sneeze coming on and fought the urge with no success.


  “Sorry,” she said, managing with a contortion to swipe her nose on her shoulder instead of breaking the circle.


  “I sense an unbeliever here,” Paula said in a hurt tone. “We must unite our spirits, not divide them.”


  Belle squeezed Paula’s hand. “Sorry. I’m new at this.”


  After a few agonizing moments, Paula shuddered. “Yessssssss.” She whispered sibilants, sometimes laughing, then reduced to guttural groans.


  “Rest now. You have done well, little one.” The lights came on, and the wrinkles on her face smoothed into a perfect serenity. She withdrew her hands and folded them.


  Hélène’s eyes widened with hope. “What did you hear? Did you see anything? I don’t know how this works.”


  “Neither do I. That is the wonder of it all.” The woman spoke slowly, forcing each syllable around an ill-fitting pair of dentures. “My contact is Ruth Adams, a wee girl who died in the Spanish flu epidemic here in 1918. I visit her grave in the Eyre Street Cemetery to plant marigolds there each spring, her favourite posie. She tells me he lives. Those in the shadow world have special—”


  “I knew it!” Hélène’s fingers tightened around a handkerchief, twisting it into knots.


  “And I saw green.” Her eyelids feathered as she struggled for memory.


  “Trees?” Belle asked.


  “I suspect not. The aura is very light green, wrong for this time of year in a land of ice and snow. And metal all around. Cold. Hard.” Paula pulled a shawl around her thin shoulders.


  Metal. What sense did that make? Belle grew impatient. “Are you talking about a cage?”


  “There are no...bars. He walks free, but he cannot leave.” She covered the ball with a silk handkerchief and bent over in a coughing spasm violent enough to flatten a linebacker.


  Belle turned away from Paula. A virulent cold was not the intelligence she sought. “Is he hurt? Hungry?”


  The psychic pooched out her dark purple lower lip. “No sign of harm. He has food. His energy is strong, that boy. It reaches out from a long distance.”


  “So he’s no longer in the city? Oh, my God,” Hélène said.


  Paula gave a vague wave of her hand. “Not that far. A day’s journey, perhaps.”


  While Belle was still pondering the freedom paradox, Hélène rose, bracing herself at the table. “Thank you so much, Paula. You’ve confirmed my feelings. If Micro had been...had...I would have known.”


  Belle wondered when the charges would be forthcoming in this hundred-dollar performance. “What do we owe you?” she asked in a bland voice.


  “Not even an undervalued loonie, my chicks.” She cocked her head. “You seek answers in unselfish concern. No Doris Day ‘Will I be pretty? Will I be rich?’ My services are voluntary. If you wish to contribute, please donate to your favourite cause. The Catholic Charities Soup Kitchen at the new Samaritan Centre on Shaughnessy Street always welcomes provisions to succour souls in the harsh winter to come. A full belly is the easiest wish to grant.”


  As they left, Hélène’s face glowed with renewal, and she walked quickly. “I’m going to call Detective Sumner with this information.”


  Belle pursed her lips. “It’s pretty vague.”


  Hélène turned and gripped her shoulders with passion. “Such a doubting Thomasina. If you were a Catholic, you’d know the power of faith and prayer. What’s her motive? Not a cent. Doesn’t that prove that she’s no fake?”


  For once, Belle was at a loss for words. No one denied that sometimes psychics did hit the mark. Other times they gave misleading or useless information, or if they seemed to know too much, became suspects themselves. Metal? Light green? A long distance? Was Paula a true seer, a fraud, or merely a well-intentioned old woman with time on her hands?


  She stopped for cream at Mike’s Mart in Garson, noticing that Bobby’s Place seemed closed. “What happened next door? Bobby get the flu?” she asked the manager as she paid for her purchase.


  The woman, a touchstone for gossip in the community, shook her savage red locks. “The legal flu. Pleaded guilty and off to jail once the sentencing comes through. I hope he gets twenty years.”


  Belle remembered Bobby’s handsome smile and generous personality. “I don’t believe it. He was far too nice a guy.”


  The woman leaned forward. “Listen. My daughter saw the tooth marks on his girlfriend’s shoulders. It was damn sickening. Choppers don’t lie. That’s why he rolled over.”


  Bobby’s smile haunted Belle all the way home. Now where would she get her father’s meal? The Falcon Hotel was a popular spot. Surely they had mashed potatoes and portioned turkey slices.


  That night she reached Dave to invite him to dinner. Life had to go on, and people needed the mutual support of social routines. Hélène and Ed were included, but they opted out, having committed to a fortieth anniversary celebration for Ed’s brother.


  “I’d love to come. Lord, I need a break,” Dave said, then assumed a quiet, self-deprecating tone after she thanked him for rescuing her. “Anyone would have done the same. Your smart pup deserves the medal.” He broke off for a sigh. “If I’d been a real hero to Micro, he might still be here.”


  His reaction to the information from Psychic Paula was similar to hers. “Hélène means well, I know, but most of those people are out to fleece the customers or exercise their egos. Sounds like creative guesswork. Sumner told me not to get my hopes too high. Whenever there’s a missing child, Paula calls in on a regular basis.”


  Leaving work early on Thursday, Belle bought thick filet mignons from Terini’s Meat Market on Lome Street. A package of hollandaise sauce might clog their arteries, but Zocor would be a cheap generic by then. Fresh asparagus from sunny Mexico. Baked potatoes drowning in sour cream, bacon bits, chives from her faithful patch, and a tossed salad with mesclun, prepackaged in California. As Belle set up the CD player with classical selections, Freya barked, announcing Dave’s arrival at six, a package tucked under his arm, letting Buffalo out of the rear. From the way the man walked to the deck, the loss of spring in his step, she could see that he was deeply troubled, perhaps even clinically depressed. His smile was forced as he presented the wine, creases dividing his wide-set eyes. He wore pressed dark slacks, a blue cable-knit sweater and polished low-cut boots. His hair needed a trim. She’d set aside her jeans and T-shirt to make the occasion special, choosing beige Capri pants, an off-the-shoulder leopard-print blouse and sandals.


  Buffalo roamed the yard and whizzed on two deck posts. Observing the interloper, Freya raised her ruff and charged down, leaping past the dog in a customary bluff. The sheepdog tucked his tail between his legs as he lowered his gigantic head in submission before the Alpha bitch.


  They watched the dogs circle, sniff noses and settle into an amicable truce. Dave gave a thumbs-up. “Hope it’s okay to bring him. I should have asked, but Hélène said you had a female.” His broad shoulders sagged in another message. “He’s all the company I have. Mackenzie King passed on last week. Pined away, I guess.”


  “Bea said your parrot was quite the old man, but I’m sorry to hear that. Anyway, that male-female dog compatibility idea is pure myth.” She wheeled the pine table on castors into the sun, its varnished surface set with placemats, cutlery and stemware. “A warm night. I thought we could eat on the deck. Al fresco. No blackflies.”


  “The weather’s been fine since those rains stopped. One prayer that’s been answered,” he said, firming his lips and then swallowing, his Adam’s apple bobbing. He was probably thinking that Micro could survive these temperatures, given shelter. But not for long.


  Puffy, gilded clouds, backlit by the setting sun out of sight to the west, gathered in the sky. After handing her the package, he walked to the edge of the deck as if admiring the view, then took out a handkerchief, turning his back in a face-saving mode. She pulled the bottle from the bag and went inside to open it. Napa Valley Zinfandel. 1999. Usually rough stuff which married well with red pasta sauce. 14.9% alcohol. Who let the dogs out? Then she remembered that he belonged to AA. Diving into the bottle again?


  He came to the patio door. “Just a soda for me. But tell me how you like the wine.”


  Perrier with a lime twist seemed a good alternative. “The label mentions dry farming at the highest level. Interesting,” she said as they sat down in patio chairs. She knew the small talk wouldn’t continue. No one could ignore the elephant in the corner.


  “I’m no connoisseur. I asked the guy for the best suggestion to go with beef when you mentioned steaks. A little thanks for your efforts, too. Len told me that you talked to Jean. Funny old girl.” Then he levelled his eyes at her, and the lines around his mouth deepened. He pressed her hand gently. “Going out to Massey after Sean Broughton? Bea said he was a hothead. That could have been dangerous. There’s a murderer out there, and I don’t want anyone in harm’s way.”


  “I seem to be doing a remarkable turn at that in my own backyard,” Belle said, stopping the wine in mid-pour. “Listen here. You saved my life, mister. Think of it as advance payment for my stupidity in the sauna.”


  After lighting the BBQ, Belle set dinner in motion. Dave offered to handle the steaks and had them juicy, medium rare with artfully crossed grill marks by the time she’d mixed the salad dressing with white balsamic vinegar and nippy Sicilian olive oil and brought out the courses. She had a fancy buttercream chocolate torte from Laitila’s Finnish Bakery waiting for dessert. They ate until a tardy troop of geese winged overhead, stragglers far behind, their honks echoing like hoarse barks.


  “Noisy out here,” Dave said with the nuance of a smile over his even white teeth. Then he turned his head at the music inside. “Is that Holst’s ‘I Vow to Thee, My Country’? Bea loved The Planets.”


  “Yes, it’s a cut from Dies Irae, a choral collection.” Wrath of God. Not a cheerful theme, but the selections were powerful and emotive like the struggles of a man coping with cumulative tragedies. Belle sipped the wine, upgrading her opinion of Zinfandel. Here was the king of its class, blackberry with hints of Asian spices and herbs. When she’d opened the bag, she’d peeked at the sales slip. Thirty-five dollars. Dave was no piker.


  He finished the meal, which gave her some satisfaction. Like bruises against his olive skin, shadows had formed beneath his raven eyes. “I’ve posted a reward for information leading to Micro’s return. No questions asked.”


  “So I heard. That’s smart. Good people have already told police what they know, but lowlifes will be motivated by cash.”


  “I set the figure at $100,000.” He looked across the lake, following the path of a plane heading south toward the airport. “Not that I have that kind of money at hand, but Bea put me on the property deed, and the bank has cooperated about a new mortgage. What does a house matter anyway? Without people, it’s just a shell.”


  How Bea must have trusted him. These days many couples marrying later in life drew up pre-nuptials more ironclad than the Monitor and Merrimac. She gave a slight cough. “Do you still intend to sell?” She didn’t mean it the way it sounded and hoped he wouldn’t think her an opportunist.


  “A smaller place would be ideal, maybe a condo if Buffalo can have a yard. That Laurentian Village on Paris isn’t bad. Not this year, though.” He clenched his jaw, moving a small muscle that revealed his ongoing tension. “When Micro comes back, I want his home, his room, to greet him, not a moving van.”


  Belle didn’t mention the publicity surrounding the chamber of death. It would take a while before tongues stopped wagging and the John Street property resumed its stature as a prime piece of real estate.


  “I’m glad to talk straight to someone about my son. You’re Micro’s friend, and that’s golden.” He cleared his throat. “Hélène and Ed are good people, but they skirt around the worst possibility, that he’s in the hands of a pedophile. I can’t stop thinking about that message on the computer. Every day that passes makes such a hideous idea more of a possibility. Even Sumner had to admit that.”


  Belle swallowed back a sigh. The mind spoke what the heart whispered. “I’m sure the police have been very frank. But there have been cases where children were recovered safely.” In Florida, a baby thought dead in a fire had emerged as a six-year-old, having been stolen from her crib by a family acquaintance. Her real mother had seen her at a children’s party, recognized the resemblance, snipped a lock of her hair on the pretext of removing gum, and found the DNA match. Fairy tales come to life. But how did that apply to Micro?


  He rubbed his scarred fists and leaned his head back, muscles rippling in his strong neck. “I miss the little guy so much. You see, I couldn’t have kids of my own. I was married in university to a corporate lawyer who insisted on a vasectomy. How blind and trusting we are at that age.”


  Belle thought of her first real love, the class valedictorian at Scarborough Collegiate. He had asked her out on many double dates before they went to the semi-formal. After that, nothing. Was it normal to have to ask a boy to kiss her goodnight? Years later, she wondered if he’d been gay. “I know what you mean. Hindsight is twenty/twenty.” She polished her glasses on a serviette.


  Dave kept opening fresh pages in his soul. It was almost embarrassing, but she owed him a sympathetic ear. “Then after I divorced and found Bea all these years later, I would have had it reversed, but since she was over forty, I didn’t want to put her or a baby at risk. Micro and I had our challenges getting used to each other. That’s normal enough. We would have worked it out.”


  She switched back to action mode instead of dwelling on fears and regrets. “Have you heard from Len lately? Did they find the bone?” She told him about the run-in with Steve at the hospital.


  Dave blew out a contemptuous breath. “The cleaning staff sent it to a Dumpster, and it’s at the bottom of a landfill, for all that matters. Sounded like a hare-brained scheme from a television show. I think we’ll soon part company. His bills are mounting up with no results. What really ticked me off were his innuendos about Leonora. Leo was like a sister to Bea, for God’s sake. He’s such an owly guy that he probably still doesn’t believe me. Maybe his job calls for it, but I hope I never get that cynical.”


  Their professions were at opposite ends of the spectrum. Sipping her wine and wishing he’d brought a case, Belle kept quiet. Dinner had been calm and reflective, and she feared the bad feelings that would emerge from her spying on him at the apartment. Apparently Len hadn’t mentioned her tagging along. Merci, mon ami. “What about that man who drove the speedboat? If anyone had a grudge against your family, he did...in his self-serving mind, of course. Len said he had news, but I didn’t get the details.”


  “Jason Lewis? That smug bastard destroyed a family and left beer cans floating in his wake. Bea told me about her victim impact statement. When that woman got charged up, good night nurse.” He shook his head in admiration. “Everyone in the courtroom except for Lewis was in tears, including the judge and defense counsel.”


  Belle refilled their glasses. “Nothing can bring them back, but it must have brought...closure.” Until he was released and came calling? Sometimes the law forgot the dead and their grieving families.


  He gave an optimistic smile. “Detective Sumner told me that they’ve been in touch with the Vancouver police. Lewis has a cousin out there, and his truck was seen near Kamloops. They think he might be working up north in the lumber industry, in a place where they don’t ask many questions. He’ll be found eventually, and if he’s responsible for Bea’s murder, they’ll have to lock him up to keep me away from him.”


  Suddenly a dull ringing came from the yard. The dogs pricked up their ears. In slight confusion, Belle went to the edge of the deck. As she homed in, she laughed in embarrassment. “My cellphone. I left it in the van.”


  Dave scanned the high hills of yellow birch and maple on the ridge behind the house. “Can you get a signal out here?”


  “Normally not. But you’ve heard about Falco’s Nickel Rim South development around the airport.”


  “I saw the new roads when I drove in. Nearly four hundred million dollars over the next five years, they say. Plenty of jobs. It’s going to recharge the community.”


  “They put up a tower last week. Spinoff benefits. It will squeeze the bears and moose, though. Crown land’s no protection for them when mineral rights are leased. I just hope the water quality doesn’t suffer when they start crushing ore,” Belle said. “Pardon me. I’d better get it. Business calls.” She took the stairs two at a time and finally snagged the phone on the tenth ring. “Palmer Real—”


  A small voice froze her like a slap in the face. “It’s Micro. I can’t...long...He’s...” There was a garble of static and something about his head aching. Then a click. She realized that she had stopped breathing.


  TWENTY


  She whimpered, staring at the phone as if it were a lifeline severed by an axe. No bells and whistles on this toss-away model. No last call or call trace. Leaning on the deck railing, Dave looked at her in mild confusion, shading his eyes against the light from the setting sun rippling through the trees. Her legs weakened, and she slumped into the van seat. Sprinting, he came to her side, putting an arm around her, strong and comforting. How could she tell him how close Micro was, that his son lived in this toy of plastic and circuitry?


  “What’s wrong? Not your father, I hope. Hélène said he was in a nursing home.”


  Good and bad, she thought. Alive, but under someone’s control, their worst fear. Tears of joy spilled down her cheeks, and she wiped them on her sleeve as she explained the few precious words she had heard.


  “My God! At last!” He pumped his arm in a triumphant gesture. “How did he manage to call? He’s a smart one. But a man’s got him? ‘He,’ you said? What was that about his head?”


  Had she dreamed all this? Dave needed to slow down, so that she could remember every word of the call. “It was aching. But he didn’t explain. The connection was cut.”


  “Bea told me he used to have headaches as a kid. A sinus condition. Thought he’d outgrown it, but with this stress...” His voice trailed off as he eased the phone from her shaking hands. “I know the police numbers. Judy will be on this in a heartbeat.”


  “Judy?”


  “Detective Sumner. At first I was doubtful about a woman handling the case, but she’s been super.”


  After Dave left, spinning his wheels in the gravel drive and nearly clipping the garbage box, Belle called the DesRosiers with the news. Hélène could barely talk for crying. “They’re coming out to take my statement,” Belle said. “Paula was right.”


  Yet according to the bittersweet saying, it wasn’t despair that killed, but hope. As two ravens swooped mock battles in the air, Belle returned to the deck and considered the wine bottle. A glass or two left to toast her brave friend. Micro had survived two weeks. He could survive another day, or another, but how long? She only hoped that he’d been able to hide his call from his abductor. The thought of the boy punished for his brave attempt to escape turned her to ice, and she hugged herself as a wind rippled the waters. But why keep him without claiming the reward? Because his value wasn’t in dollars? The thought turned the wine to vinegar on her tongue.


  Detective Judy Sumner, a woman in her late thirties with curly brown hair, trim and muscular in a light wool suit and low-heeled shoes, arrived an hour later and sat on the deck, warming herself with fresh coffee as the temperature dropped. Belle had to respect the fact that the detective had come so far so fast after working hours, and so she had prepared a brief time line of events, turning on the deck lights before she sat down.


  “It’s strange that he called here first,” Judy said later with a quizzical look, entering notes into a pad. Her makeup was understated, a blush of peach on her full lips and a touch of mascara accenting almond eyes. Tiny rose quartz studs gleamed in her ears.


  “He and his stepfather don’t get along. Could be his aunt’s number was busy. Still, you’d think in a possible life-or-death situation, he’d have called 911. Kids know that.”


  “It’s clear that he trusted you more than an anonymous person. And this case has broken all the rules from the beginning. We know that he ran off on his own. Now apparently he’s in someone’s hands. It’s a parent’s living nightmare.” She stood, checking her slim gold watch. “Let’s hope he’ll call again. Will you have that phone nearby at all times?”


  Belle hugged the unit to her chest. “On my pillow. Charged and ready to go.”


  Saturday, Belle took a walk down the road to where she knew she’d find the Sudbury Star in a neighbour’s drive. She shot a look up and down, cocked her ears for the sound of a vehicle, then knelt, slipped off the plastic wrapper and read the lead story. “Missing Child Calls: Mystery Deepens.” The article quoted the Police Commissioner as saying that she’d put her job on the line if Micro wasn’t found. Belle noticed that she omitted the word “alive.” Every available officer, the OPP, and a task force of Mounties were sweeping the province. The reward had sparked hundreds of calls, screened by a host of volunteers working out of the old Cambrian Foundation building downtown.


  After replacing the paper neatly, at a loss to pass the dragging hours, do something normal in a time when every day brought a fresh hell, Belle turned to yard chores. Drain and put away the hoses. Dig the last faithful carrots and beets. Mindless work. She couldn’t concentrate. Even two lucrative house sales fluffing her bank account hadn’t cheered her. She kept hearing that small, disembodied voice and struggled to analyze the few paralyzing seconds they had connected. He wasn’t crying, but he had a headache. Was he injured, sick, feverish? If he’d been wet and cold, pneumonia was a possibility, but she’d heard no cough. Still, he had remembered her number and appointed her his saviour. If only there’d been a minute more between them, even fifteen seconds. She patted her sweatshirt pouch, where the cellphone rode like a joey, and whispered, “Micro, you are always, always in my thoughts. Don’t give up.”


  Near the sauna, emptying cold stove ashes into the bush, she noticed Freya sniffing something, her tail up in abnormal interest. Rotten mushrooms and rabbit pellets were her favourite hors d’oeuvres. She walked over with a stern look, remembering the sharp and effective obedience-school phrase. “Leave it!” The dog dropped a small triangular piece of wood, which Belle inspected. A rough wedge with faint red smears and a slight smell of fish. Perhaps that’s why the dog had nosed it. Her eyes tracked from the red of the sauna to the piece of wood as her brain’s synapses snapped a path. “Good girl. Any more of these?”


  In fifteen minutes, Belle found three similar chunks in the tangled verge of the yard. An inspection of the sauna door showed marks at the edges, but along with Freya’s frantic scratches, hard to tell. She sat down with a shiver, recalling the slight movements of the building, which she’d taken for a mine blast. Had someone shut her in with these wedges? Though she’d declined to take high school physics, she reasoned that each push from inside had deeper set the triangles. Yanking the heavy wooden handle with a man’s muscles, Dave probably hadn’t noticed the small pieces in his panic. The effort had flung them away from the door, and perhaps the wind or small animals had moved them again. Yet why did they smell of fish? Or was there a carcass in the weeds on the shore?


  After striking out at the Police Department, she called Steve at home, breaking a personal rule. Janet answered, her Munchkin voice prim and unwelcoming. Why couldn’t she understand that Belle was not her competition? She suspected that Steve kept their occasional lunches from his insecure wife. “Hon, it’s...that woman.”


  She’d bet a pocketful of toonies that Janet hadn’t called him “hon” since Mulroney was PM. Some clatter later, Steve picked up the phone with a “Yo.”


  She eased into the subject. “Sorry to bother you at home. That call from Micro has me chewing my nails. Any news on the reward?”


  “The snakes are coming out of the woodpiles. A couple hundred already. We’re stretched to the max following them up.” Either his hot mood at the hospital had cooled, or he and Janet were sailing smooth waters for a change. His marriage was a barometer for his moods. “Call me a pessimist, but I would have bet the farm that he’d never be found alive. In ninety-five per cent of abductions by child molesters, the victim is dead within twenty-four hours. We need a credible tip to tell us where he’s being held, but even then, his captors could have him on the move. It’s possible that they’ve been waiting for the reward. We’ll know soon.”


  She sighed in desperation, filling him in on Paula’s vision, despite his implied dismissal. “Anywhere in Canada with lots of metal and a light green colour.”


  “Forget that hocus-pocus. I have a feeling he’s close, though. In a couple of cases, the children were tied in basements on the same damn block. If he has the guts you describe, maybe he can get away again.”


  “I never thanked you for the magazines and book. Sorry about the scene at the hospital.” She paused before disclosing her own discovery, struggling for the right words so that he wouldn’t think her a fool. “There’s something else.” She described what she had found near the sauna.


  His voice was skeptical, but at least he listened. “Don’t expect anyone out for a couple of days. If that’s all the evidence you have, this has the priority of a cat up a tree. But seriously, assuming it wasn’t an accident, what the hell are you doing that someone would want to hurt you, or shouldn’t I ask?”


  “Nothing, but...” She related the pot farm incident. “I need to find Diedre Collins. I can’t imagine that she’s behind this, but I’ve seen her tire tracks in my drive, like she’s monitoring me. And remember, out there somewhere is the angry owner of the pot farm she destroyed. I’m on that path several times a week. They might think I did it. People have been killed for less in Toronto. Twelve different grow-ops were raided in the same high-rise.”


  “It’s not rocket science. Stay off those trails for now. And you haven’t talked to her yet? I gave you that info a long time ago. Be careful what you say, and make sure a parent is present.”


  “I should have followed up, but other things are moving rather fast, Steve.”


  “Are you sure about what you found? Micro’s disappearance has your imagination on overdrive. Those pieces of wood could be scraps left from construction. You’re always dinging your mower on rocks or debris. I changed that blade for you last summer so that you wouldn’t hurt your little hands.”


  “Little...imagining. Why you—” She could hear a singsongy voice calling him to a meal.


  “Gotta go, but one last thing. About that PI guy, Len. Leave him alone. I had the buzz from Montreal that he travelled on the edges of biker gangs.”


  Belle smiled to imagine chubby Len on a motorcycle, but that picture in Israel portrayed a younger, more vital man. “Naturally, he worked undercover with the Sûreté.”


  “Every bad apple in Quebec tells his mamère that.”


  “He’s been busting his...bum for Dave, even working nights. You told me how you have to cross the line sometimes.” She felt her anger building, but reined it in.


  “Is your hearing failing at your advancing age? I said ‘draw the line.’ This isn’t a De Niro film. And what has he turned up? Dick-all. Malanuk will be well rid of him.”


  Monday’s long-overdue trip to the bush brought Belle a welcome change to recharge mental batteries as the brilliant foliage ran its final diorama before the leaves fell. She would be driving north towards Timmins for two hours, then east nearly the same distance to Bobber Lake, where she was meeting the owner to list his camp. In Northern Ontario, there was no direct route. A huge square comprising the Chinaguchi and Temagami area, including the magnificent Lady Evelyn-Smoothwater Wilderness Park, sat in the middle. She could have travelled busier Routes 17 and 11, the other two boundaries, but quieter roads gave her more pleasure and relaxation.


  As always, preparations were critical. Dressing comfortably in soft corduroy pants, a denim shirt with Micro’s bear close in the breast pocket, and heavy Aran turtleneck sweater, she took her Gore-Tex coat, wavering, but at the last minute zipping in the fleece liner and popping a pair of gloves and a toque into the pocket. She drove in blue sneakers but packed hiking boots, remembering the times she “walked the line” with property owners who wanted to show off every bramble and puddle. Her car carried the typical emergency gear of matches, candles, chocolate and a blanket. Finally, she made sure her cellphone was charged. Technology had cut the risk of travelling remote areas, but often help was hours away, unless a rescue helicopter could land nearby. Considering the mute bundle of circuitry, she rubbed it like a genie’s lamp. “Micro. Call again. Find a way.”


  Ready to roll, she opened her desk to search for a topo map of the area, folding a selection into her jacket pocket. Driving bush roads, often no more than deteriorating logging and mining tracks, had taught her that knowing your location was crucial. Many citizens leased remote patches of Crown land, a cheap attraction. Anyone could afford to put up a shack for fishing, hunting or trapping and be Lord of the Blackflies.


  A call to the weather line brought no response. Was nobody home in government these days, in more ways than one? As she stepped onto the deck, she saw the thermometer reading only 6°C. Perilously close to frost, the first time in a month. The opposite shore was in fog, stitches of the dark low hills peeking through. Threads of vapour rose skyward, as if the lake were on fire instead of reluctantly yielding its stored warmth to the cooler air.


  Having “reserved” the night before, she dropped Freya off at Hélène’s in case she had to stay overnight, and was offered a mouth-watering breakfast of buckwheat pancakes, eggs and lean deer sausage. “Buckwheat’s good stuff for you,” Ed said, as he drowned his plate in maple syrup.


  Belle checked her watch as she finished the last morsel, blotting her mouth and getting drowsy from the carbo hit. She got up to pour another regular coffee Hélène had made for her. “I hate to leave town. I keep thinking that any minute we’ll hear—”


  Ed cleared his throat, and Hélène put a hand on her shoulder. “I know. Dave can’t be far from a breakdown. A human being can take only so much. I’ve lit a candle to St. Nicholas every day. He’s the patron saint for lost children.”


  “Call me in the late afternoon, whether you’re staying over or not. That route’s dangerous,” Hélène called as Belle pulled from the drive. Belle tooted, and her friend’s waving form grew smaller in the rear-view mirror.


  Stopping at the mailbox pavilion, Belle opened a letter from Joyce Fitzgerald, a distant relative, who had once sent her genealogy information logged from the Latter Day Saints’ database. The letter said that it seemed that they shared a great-great-grandfather, William Palmer, married to a Mary Chalmers. “We are wondering about William,” Joyce wrote. “In the 1871 Ontario census, that name appears only once. The background is described as African, his religion Baptist.” Using the Ontario Cemetery Finding Aid website, Joyce had located a place where a William and a Mary Palmer were interred and was tracking down the inscriptions on the tombstones. Lakeside Cemetery in Sarnia, a huge burial ground on the Michigan border. Belle made some fast connections. Did that ethnic origin explain his son Reuben’s enlistment in the Civil War? And Reuben’s son Thomas, Belle’s grandfather, who’d died the year she went to university, had a broad face, a deep tan and lustrous curly white hair. If Thomas Palmer were a quarter African, a quadroon, that made Belle’s father an octoroon, and Belle a...? What a sign of the times that there were once such fine distinctions. Mary Chalmers, of obvious Irish ancestry, marrying a former slave in the early 1800s, would have been a singular woman, braver even than Bea. William could have crossed the border to Canada through the Underground Railroad. She remembered reading about Black farming settlements in frontier Ontario. Knowing her father, when she told him this information, he’d say that it explained why he’d won Charleston contests in his teens. Poor Henry Morgan would get his ear worn off listening to his new blood brother.


  Checking her watch, she looked left towards the short distance to Skead and decided to double-up on her tasks. Steve was right. She needed to set this Collins girl straight. A few minutes later, she entered the former logging village of three hundred, passing St. Bernardine’s, where Hélène worshipped, and parking at the small general store, which, except for Tony’s Marina, was the only business. A boy barely in his teens was restocking the video rental shelves.


  “I’m looking for Deidre Collins. Do you know where she lives?”


  “Just missed her. She should be walking toward Kevin Street. Poor kid. Someone stole her bike a couple of weeks ago.” A tongue ring made him click when he talked.


  Belle exited the store and drove a few blocks until she approached a lanky girl toting a quart of milk. “Diedre?”


  The girl’s freckled face, thin and suspicious, narrowed into an expression of sheer terror. “Leave me alone. I know who you are.”


  Despite Steve’s caution, Belle got out of the van and walked over, hands up in an unthreatening approach. “You don’t know. That’s why I’m here.” She stood in front of the girl, noticing her patched parka and jeans worn at the hems, less from fashion than want. A pair of dirty white runners were on her feet, one toe duct-taped. A scab on her chin completed the image of a tomboy, or could it mean abuse? Suddenly Belle felt like a bully.


  “You left a note on my van and damaged my wiper.”


  Diedre smudged a hand across her runny nose. “You can’t prove it.”


  Belle sighed. “True enough. But I didn’t put those pot plants in the woods, and I certainly didn’t harvest them. I just walk there.”


  The girl’s tiny button eyes narrowed, and she flipped back her braids. “That’s what they all say.”


  “I’m Belle Palmer, and I sell real estate. Anyone in Skead will tell you I’m no law breaker, or ask the police. You must have better things to do than ride by my drive.”


  The girl gave a bitter laugh. “My bike’s been stolen. Why do you think I’m walking now?”


  Belle gave her a half-smile. In some strange way, the plucky girl reminded her of herself at that age. “I might be able to use someone for snow shovelling this winter, cleaning off my woodpile from time to time. Interested? I’ll pick you up.”


  The reply was tenuous but promising. “Maybe. The only job for a kid over here is the paper route, and that’s taken. But I’m going to ask Sergeant Rick if you’re okay.”


  Satisfied that Diedre hadn’t been involved in the sauna incident, but concerned that she might be a target of someone more dangerous, Belle resumed her trip to town. She stopped at the darkened office to collect her file and a contract. Parking at the TD bank to make a withdrawal, she saw a local eccentric, Marty Melnor, dressed in woollen monastic robes covered by a thick velvet cloak, her elongated head exaggerated by a silken turban over a bronze buzzcut. Belle had met the forty-year-old woman at the magazine rack at Black Cat Too, a local bookstore and café. From literary conversations in the Café Matou Noir in back, she’d thought Marty was a professor. Then she learned that the former librarian was on a disability pension for a bipolar condition.


  “How are you, Marty?”


  “No complaints. Yourself?”


  Belle gave the so-so sign, then turned to notice the familiar cowboy-hatted man seated on a bench sipping a coffee, the dog snoozing at his feet. Belle caught Marty’s eye and inclined her head. “I heard about his situation. So young. Sad, eh?”


  Marty’s unashamed unibrow rose over a teardrop-tattooed eye. “Allan Ritchie? He’s doing fine these days. Got him a nice room at the Park Hotel down the hall from me. Drives an old Honda Civic, too, instead of walking. Says he found a parttime job at Bingo One.”


  Len would be glad to hear about Allan’s turnaround, Belle thought later as she picked up 144 North, notching the bedroom communities that ringed the city. First Val Caron, Francophone Chelmsford, Dowling, then Onaping with its ski hill.


  She passed Cartier and Benny, defunct railroad depots fast becoming ghost towns. At Halfway Lake Provincial Park, she drove open-mouthed by the remaining destruction of what weather experts had called a microburst. A few years ago, the violent storm had cherrypicked its way through the popular spot, turning hundred-year-old trees into matchsticks, leaving campers in shock and awe.


  Then the bush got lonely fast, and gas stations were rare. Prepared for the absence of radio signals, she plugged in a tape of classic musicals and began tapping her toe to Roz Russell croaking “One Hundred Easy Ways to Lose a Man” from Wonderful Town. The line about correcting the boyfriend’s grammar made her grin. Yet for some elusive reason, the name Ritchie kept tickling a corner of her mind. Her cousin in Etobicoke was Barb Ritchie, but where else had she heard it recently? In her reverie, she didn’t notice that a giant transport had barrelled up behind on the narrow two-lane and was attempting to pass. His downdraft nearly sent her blocky van careering onto the soft berm into a rock cut spray-painted “Yves and Danielle 1988.” She pulled to the side a hundred feet later to let her heart still. The adrenaline rush shook her leg with palsy. No room for error on these roads. She didn’t want to be driving them after dark.


  Thirsty from breakfast, she took a bottle of water and unscrewed the cap, enjoying a long drink. Allan Ritchie. Didn’t someone with that name buy the old brewery Cynthia mentioned? That didn’t jibe with what Len had told her about Allan’s homelessness. Did he have a trust fund, family money as the realtor had hinted? She put down the bottle and wiped her mouth. Maybe Steve was right about Len’s shadowy past. Were the two working a con about Micro to extract money from Dave? A hundred thousand wouldn’t be chump change for either. She shook her head. The timing was wrong. The brewery had been purchased before the boy disappeared. Len was a comical figure, but she trusted that two-eyed, two-armed flying purple people eater.


  The maples splashed peach-melba tones against the buttery birch leaves. A huge aspen shot fountains of golden coins in her path. At intervals, the conifers opened to ring lily-padded swamps or the occasional lake. In the summer, these places provided free camping. Yet it was Paradise Lost. She could see remains of garbage, burn piles and broken glass at some sites.


  She wasn’t going as far as Mesomikenda Lake, but it wasn’t a place she’d forget. Ten years ago with her friend Jim Burian, she’d canoed a route which ended by traversing that long body. A violent storm had hit during their last hour of paddling. The sky had dropped a black velvet curtain as thunderheads loomed. Seconds later, a deluge of water filled the canoe, and they had barely made shore, no gentle beach, but a steep climb with packs. Unable to raise the tent in the wind, they had sheltered under a tarp, fighting hypothermia, while, tied to a branch, the canoe filled with water. With more nostalgia than horror at the selective memory, she wondered if Micro would like canoeing. Several islands an hour’s paddle from her home had level campsites and would make an easy...Then she pounded the steering wheel and concentrated on the road. Entertaining happy thoughts about him was as useless as expecting the worst.


  At eleven she reached Route 560 and headed east to Shining Tree, centre of an old gold mining area. On an Ojibwa canoe route between Temagami and Mattagami, the town was named for the profusion of gleaming white birches. It was a fur-trading post by 1905, and in 1911, a rich metal find had brought miners from all over the country. When a fire had burned out the undergrowth, explorations were expedited. The lode measured fifteen by a hundred miles. In 1933, the New York Times had called it the biggest gold rush since the Forty-niners and the Klondike. Now the old roads and trails were used by quads or snowmobiles. She crossed small streams, then the CN rail tracks before passing a few tourist-supply businesses and a liquor outlet. Belle was getting concerned about the time, but she’d play it as it laid.


  Gowganda was a pretty little settlement on the Montreal River. Then she continued in the direction of Elk Lake, taking a cut-off north at an old two-storey abandoned house, weathered to grey, its tin roof bleeding rust. Originally the front entrance would have sported a braced porch and balcony, but it had rotted away, leaving above an eerie “suicide door,” as Alice Munro had termed it in one of her matchless short stories about small-town Ontario.


  Reading the expensive routed sign for “The Bilbo’s,” she winced at the ubiquitous apostrophe error, but it was not a realtor’s role to correct clients’ grammar. The humpbacks in the grassy road punished her undercarriage. At a few deep mud puddles, the all-wheel-drive repaid its cost.


  At last, she reached a tidy A-frame on Bobber Lake, an oil-drum diving raft the only sign of people around its azure depths. High on a dead spar, the wide nest of a long-departed blue heron testified to its supply of fish and frogs. A tall, wiry man with huge ears and a handlebar moustache, Eino Bilbo offered her a delicious shore lunch of crispy lake trout with tangy whole-grain mustard and fried potatoes, which nearly made up for the trip. She gave the camp a tour, changing to her hiking boots to walk the lines, to admire his raspberry patch, and to list the place at a reasonable $30,000.


  Her watch read two p.m. Eino scratched his grizzled jaw. “Hell, you’ll never make it back to Sudbury before the sun sets. You could bunk here, or if you want a head start, there’s a motel in Shining Tree. Food’s good, too.”


  With those last magic words in mind, Belle opted for the conservative side, and an hour and a half later, pulled in at the Three Bears Camp.


  “My, yes, we’re always busy,” Serena Johnson, a pudgy woman in the office said. “Bear all fall and moose for another few weeks. Grouse year-round. December we’ll get the snowmobiles. Makes a change from Windsor, where I was raised in the banana belt.”


  Wearing a thick Scandinavian sweater over Farmer John’s, Serena showed Belle to her cabin, northern-style with pine panelling and heaps of colourful Hudson’s Bay blankets. She turned on the electric baseboards below a paint-by-number picture of Lake Louise. “Frost tonight. You’ll be cozy in no time.” Gesturing to the TV, on which sat an ashtray in the shape of an elfin catcher’s mitt, she said, “Satellite. Tons of movies. Got us a hot tub and sauna at the lodge, sixty-inch TV at the bar and grill. And when you’re hungry, tonight’s the moose stew special with dumplings, soup and salad. All homemade. My husband’s the genius in the kitchen.”


  Belle took a long, hot shower. Thoughts of Micro crept back unbidden, especially after the news about frost. For the sake of sanity, she pushed them aside. Her throat was dry from the trip. Wouldn’t a cold beer go down well? And what about some scotch to take to bed? She’d forgotten to bring a supply. No way was she paying by the shot, though. Palmer family rule. What about that liquor outlet on the way in?


  Later, she tuned the TV to a numbing number of programs, appreciating the peace of her recent media fast, and checking only the Weather Channel. Ugly stuff coming late tomorrow. Possibly white. By then, she’d be back. She looked at her watch. Only four. Drive to the LCBO, come back and relax in the hot tub. Cancel that. No suit. She’d brought along H. Mel Malton’s Dead Cow in Aisle Three. The antics of the witty puppeteer who lived in a cabin with her dogs in cottage-country always made her smile.


  As she drove west and stopped to fill up at a self-serve Petro Canada station, wincing at the frontier surcharge of an extra fifteen cents per litre, she found a signal and dialled Hélène to tell her not to worry. The line was busy. Her father also needed to know that lunch would not be a go tomorrow. He should be watching Judge Judy, complaining that she was a bossy shemale next to wise Judge Wapner. Though he didn’t have a phone because of his long distance shenanigans a few years ago, an aide would bring the portable model residents used.


  “Nurse’s station.” God bless the towers, knitting the North together. There was a delay of a minute after she explained herself, then his voice came on, mellow, resonant, fifty years younger than his flagging body.


  “Pardon? You can’t come Tuesday, Tuesday?” He paused, and she heard a polite bark. “Yes, Puffball. Dinner’s ready. A piece of meatloaf has your name on it. Gravy, too. Don’t tell Nurse Debbie, the old battleaxe.”


  “I’ll be there Wednesday, Wednesday instead,” she said, imitating the double language he sometimes used.


  “Got a letter from Mary LaGrotta today. We need to remember her birthday. December 3rd.” He was referring to his girlfriend in Florida, a lovely, zaftig Italian woman from the Life-Goes-On group who had made him laugh like a teenager as they chatted daily on the phone in those happier times.


  “Sure. I’ll get a card. She loves flowers. We can wire an assortment.” Using the word “we” made him feel included, as he should be.


  “Perfect, perfect. Any sign of that boy?” he asked. Last week over lunch, she’d finally filled him in on Micro’s disappearance when he’d asked why she had looked so sad. Children in trouble were a painful subject for him. He didn’t understand a world in which it was even possible. “Doesn’t make sense. Runs off. You find where he was hiding, but he’s gone. Then he calls you. What did he say again?”


  Belle warmed at his healthy interest in the case. Charging the minds of the elderly kept them active. She dreaded the day when his intelligent blue eyes would stare straight through hers to an emptiness from which he’d not return. “He said he had an aching head.”


  “What? Speak up. I can’t hear you. Where are you anyway? Out of the country?”


  “Of course not. I’m up north in Shining Tree. He said he had an...” Something caught in her throat, and she cleared it with a cough, then bellowed. “An aching head!”


  “No need to yell. I’m not deef, like the fossils around here. Aikenhead’s Ancient Ale. Every time I had to get the old LaSalle and drive a can of film up to Parry Sound because they were going to have a dark house in the Strand Twin Theatres, I’d put in at the Brunswick Hotel. Always ended up in the lounge with a pack of travelling salesmen. Bunch of practical jokers. But why is a boy drinking beer? I thought you said he was a nice—”


  “What’s that about ale?” Belle’s heart doublebeat, and she placed a hand on her chest.


  “Aikenhead Ale. Haven’t seen it since St. Laurent was PM. Uncle Louis.”


  TWENTY-ONE


  Promising him on her mother’s ashes that she would bring lunch with double ice cream, Belle sat back on the seat, trembling as she sifted through several topo maps of the region. She selected the one named for its largest landmark, Opikiminika Lake, with a dirt road to the southwest as Cynthia had indicated. It passed the lake, crisscrossed the hydro pole lines, bridged rivers and creeks on its way south. Then it ended where a cluster of dots and a grid indicated a building site. A rail spur linked it with the Ruel stop on the CN main route to the west. The vast wilderness to the south boasted over eighty lakes and virtually no inhabitants, leading south to the Thor Lake region, where her favourite marten trapper had gone.


  Aikenhead. It was giving her an aching head, too. What did the old brewery and Allan Ritchie have to do with Micro? Was she spinning the world’s most irrational theory? Did Len lie to her, or did Allan lie to him? Was either man keeping the boy at the brewery in a scheme to extract that hundred thousand from Dave? If so, why hadn’t contact been made? And why buy the place, for God’s sake? All she could hear was his small voice, static in her ear, then a sickening click that shook her to the core.


  For a moment she thought of calling the police, or at least asking Serena, the woman from the hotel, about the exact location. Then an old man gassing a rattletrap pick-up noticed her consulting the map and strolled over, unlit cigar in his mouth. He tipped back his ball cap. “Help you, lady?”


  “I’m trying to find an old brewery, Aikenhead’s.”


  He drew his finger along the same road she’d located. “That’s her, all right. Hear the place got sold. After all these years. My grandpa used to work there. Mines closed and lots of fellows needed a job. Free keg of beer at Christmas. Damn good stuff, too. Old German recipe. Not like today’s sissy swill.”


  “How’s the road? Any washouts?”


  “Good clear to the end. I got some partridge there a few days ago.” She nodded her thanks, and he moved off. “Gotta hit the trail. It’s the Kap by midnight, then on to Thunder Bay to see my new granddaughter.”


  She headed west a few miles to the logging road, then stopped and scrutinized the map with more care before folding it into her coat pocket. From her observations, the road snaked into the bush for fifty kilometres, passing Opikiminaki Lake, then a series of creeks, Little Meteor, Meteor, Raven before heading west into a flat area where the brewery was located. The forest closed around her like a cloak, opening only at occasional interstices with the hydro lines. In almost an hour, she passed no one.


  She drove on, eye on the clock, calculating how much time she had to turn back safely before the sun fell below the horizon. At one point, she braked at a swamp to watch a cow moose forage for pickerelweed, the beast’s slack jaws dripping with water as her head rose. Beside her, a spring calf watched the van, twitching its ears in nervousness.


  Her stomach made moans of protest to her stubborn mind, and she wondered whether she should give up and head for a home-cooked meal at the Three Bears. She might have been totally mistaken about the meaning of Micro’s words, yet someone had bought the old plant. The road had been narrowing, with no clear place to reverse. Suddenly, it ended with a sharp right turn, the shambles of mossy split-rail fences marking an entrance. An old painted sign lurching into a ditch caught her attention. She stopped and got out. Surrounded by beaked hazel bushes and tall grass, it bore the image of a family crest, a maple leaf above a rampant moose. “Aikenhead Brewery. Serving the North Since 1920. Ten miles.” The days before metrics. She lived on the cusp, accepting centigrade, starting to think in kilometres, but baking with cups and spoons.


  A track led into a grove of birch backlit by the sun setting in the western sky. From the crushed bracken, a few vehicles had travelled it recently. For a moment, she wished she had Steve or Dave by her side, someone to sort this out. Curiosity as much as concern for Micro led her on.


  Big deal, she thought, excusing herself as she pictured her saner friends’ disapproval at a questionable excursion to a remote place so close to twilight. A quick look, and out. Surely there would be a parking lot, some vantage to scope out the place from afar without being seen. Running alone into danger was such a cliché for a woman, and she weighed each moment that Micro might be suffering against the odds. She turned on her cellphone. Signal clear. No worries now in an emergency. 911 would bring an OPP unit from Shining Tree. The overhanging willows and pin cherry trees brushed her van as she turtled forward, her blood pressure rising steadily. From the depths of a lemony aspen stand, a “Hoo HooHoo Hoo Hoo” echoed, and she saw a dark form perched on a branch. The great horned owl who guarded her property would watch over her.


  At last, slipping along soundlessly across a sandy patch, she reached a large clearing with no visible vehicles. What remained of a dirt parking area was now peppered with scrubby poplars and birch having taken root over the decades. Surrounded by shattered glass and shards of scrap metal sat a derelict car, Capone vintage, tires rotten and its windows gone.


  The massive, incongruous red-brick brewery reached three windowless stories, a castle in the wilderness. Two large, round white exhaust stacks bearing the Aikenhead crest rose a hundred feet. Several outbuildings lay in stages of decay, doors sprung and windows splintered like ravaged eyes. A ziggurat of wooden barrels faded to grey had tumbled at random, the broken staves poking up like supersized fries. Her neck muscles ached from tension as she inched along, craning her head. The warble of a raven picking at paper led her to lean out the window to notice the fresh remains of a chocolate and marshmallow pie wrapper. Her breathing quickened, and her foot trembled on the gas pedal, braced for a fast and dirty exit.


  Although a couple of broken-down boxcars sat at the end of a railway, a shiny new hydro mast connected the building with a pole. She thought about Paula’s vision. Commercial green paint was common in plants. And a brewery would be filled with metal structures. She bit her lip in frustration. Either this was all coming together, or she’d need intensive psychiatric therapy for an imagination gone wild.


  She parked the van behind an industrial-sized garage and took a two-foot Maglite from behind the seat as a cold wind swept across the lot. Putting on her coat, she walked toward the complex, ready to bolt at any movement. It had a delivery area at one end, leading to three sets of giant doors where she could make out the words, “Nature’s Pure Spring Water Makes a Superior Beer.” Cynthia had mentioned a spring. This had to be the place Allan had bought. If her theory about Micro was wrong, what did she have to fear? If it was right, she was his only chance.


  Belle walked the perimeter, trying several doors with no success, knowing it would be foolish to call out before she could assess the danger. At last she climbed concrete stairs to an office entrance. A shiny, unsnapped padlock was hooked on the staple. She removed it, pulling the rust-streaked door with a creak that made her cringe, advancing warily. It led to a dingy reception area, nothing more than a few wooden chairs, two desks with black rotary phones and assorted file cabinets with a 1955 wall calendar displaying a cheesecake picture of Marilyn Monroe. She crept along down the hall, opening each door with the delicacy of a surgeon, some rooms empty, the last two with metal bunks, dressers, clothes on the floor, new Playboy and Penthouse magazines, beer cans and full ashtrays, a makeshift dormitory. Her sense of fear sharpened, but it was too late to turn back now. No cars in the lot didn’t mean she was alone.


  Then she parted a double set of doors, gazing up openmouthed at twenty copper vats, each reaching two storeys inside the vast warehouse. Instrumentation panels of complicated controls, dials and levers monitored the brewing process, but they weren’t making suds here. Some of the glass was cracked, and levers were missing, yet the plank floor was as spotless as if it were swept daily. The atmosphere was oddly humid, and a strange herbal aroma teased her nose. From somewhere she heard the dull buzz of fans. Each vat had a plywood door installed into the side, and a web of wiring and plastic tubing snaked down from above. Entering one round incubation chamber, she blinked at the sight of hundreds of green baby pot plants, scarcely six-inches high. Sprinklers joined massive light systems on the ceiling.


  A grow-op. And on a potentially gigantic basis, or getting there fast. Had Micro stumbled onto something in town and been taken here? Then it wasn’t a case of a molester after all. Where was he? She swallowed against the possibility that he’d already been moved far away, or worse yet, left in one of a million hiding places in the bush. Cold sweat trickled down her back, and she felt her knees tremble.


  Beyond the brewing area was a bottling facility with dusty cases of empties, labels and caps beside a broken conveyor belt. The next door led to a storage room for wooden packing boxes with the brewery’s stencilled name. She passed a small bathroom and noticed fresh shaving supplies on the sink beside an old can of Bab-o, still useful after half a century.


  Then as she tiptoed farther down a hall, she heard the faint cadences of a familiar song and froze in her tracks. “Clap Hands Til Papa Comes Home.” She could still see Bea nodding her head at the sweet and gentle rhythm. How the lovely song must have sustained him. She had to take the chance. Time had run out. “Micro?” she called, her words sticking in her throat.


  “Belle! I’m here! Down the hall.”


  Galvanized, she ran like a sprinter as his voice led her along a dark warren of halls with only the flashlight to point the way. At last she came to a frosted-glass door which opened onto a staff changing room. Flanks of rusted metal lockers stood like sentinels. Frantic, she stumbled over a bench as she pushed down one aisle. “Where are you?”


  “In the bathroom!” he cried. And she rounded the corner into a room with a set of sinks, urinals and toilet stalls. He was sitting on the floor beside a storage chest, leaning against a pale institutional-green wall, his hands tied to a heavy water pipe. Metal grills crossed the filthy windows. No bars, yet a prison. Paula was a true seer, and the soup kitchen was getting a Christmas bonus...if she lived until then.


  “My God. I thought I’d never find you.” In her haste, the Maglite fell to the cracked linoleum, where it rolled out of sight under the chest. She hugged his small, tense body, gaining strength at the palpability. “So how...” Her hands fumbled with knots on the harsh polypropylene ropes which had made cruel abrasions on his tender skin. Bruises to the elbow purpled his arms.


  “Please hurry, Belle. I’ll tell you everything later. They could be back any...ouch.”


  “Sorry. I pinched you.” Her hands shook from tension, her fingers uncooperative, as if she wore oven mitts.


  Finally free, he stood and shook himself to urge blood back into his limbs. Despite his ordeal, he seemed strong. The boy inside was another matter. His sweet green eyes had changed, older perhaps, having seen things best unimagined. “How did you find—”


  “My turn to call the shots. I’ve got the van. Let’s blow this chipstand.” A Canadian expression if ever there was one.


  He gave an involuntary giggle, then covered his mouth as they retraced her steps through the complex until they reached the main corridor. The darkness made travel slow. Damn. She’d forgotten the Maglite. As they reached the office, the outside door opened, and Allan Ritchie stood there, tipping back his greasy cowboy hat, a toothpick dangling from his cruel, angular mouth. Instead of the shabby clothes he’d had in town, he wore a new leather jacket and clean cargo pants. “Lookee here. A visitor. Girlfriend of yours, little boy? Must like ’em on the tough side.”


  As Belle bit her lip and the lights came on, he reached into his jacket and brought out a blue steel automatic, which winked under the fluorescent wands above them.


  “Run, Micro!” she yelled, and they took off down the hall toward the vat room. Why had those lights come on? Were they on a timer, or had someone else arrived? Seconds counted. If they could reach the van, they were out of here, foot to the floor. Micro could alert the OPP on the cellphone before they travelled a kilometre.


  As she pushed into the huge warehouse, a stumpy, familiar figure blocked her way, his face expressionless, except for a flicker of sadness in his saggy eyes. Len Hewlitt held a large fire axe and cocked his head as a warning. Before they could backtrack, Allan strolled up behind them.


  “Nice and easy. Nobody gets hurt. Get back to where you been.”


  Len said nothing as he followed. In the bathroom, Allan passed the gun to him. “Spread ’em, ladies,” he said. “Got the rifle off him at the camp, but the little bugger had a weeny pocket knife I missed. Isn’t that right, smart ass?” He gave the boy’s head a mocking cuff.


  Then he patted her down, enjoying the job a bit too much from the grin on his feral face, pitted with acne scars. She could smell stale tobacco smoke and a wisp of rye. “Hey, what’s this junk?” He pulled the ceramic bear from her pocket and tossed it into the corner. She held her breath against his discovering the precious topo map folded in the breast pocket, but he finished, giving her bum a caress. Her jaw clenched. She doubted the van would be there if they ever got out, and should they take to the woods, they couldn’t travel blindly. For some perverse reason, she remembered her wallet in the glove compartment. Two hundred dollars and credit cards. Invitation to a crime spree. Go see what the boys in the back room will have. What did it matter now?


  Micro coughed as dust motes played in the dying sunlight, submitting to the ropes as he slumped against the wall. Tears welled in his eyes though he turned his cheek. She swallowed back a painful lump, thinking of his long days in captivity, then this botched rescue. Hope lifted its pretty head only to get a slap in the face.


  She was placed on the opposite side of the room, lashed to another heavy pipe. “It’s obvious what you’re doing here, but why did you take Micro? Were you trying to get the reward?” She drilled daggers at Len, who wouldn’t meet her gaze. He pulled out a handkerchief and blew his nose with a honk. “You damn liar, Len. I trusted—”


  “Shut up, bitch,” Allan said, kicking her thigh as he checked his watch and addressed Len. “Rael and Jean-Paul will be here with more wiring for Vats 5 and 6. Dave’s bringing a load of clones.” Then the door closed behind them as the weak October light surrendered and the room darkened.


  Dave. The dots didn’t even need connecting. She saw Micro scowl at the name. Yet why draw patterns in the past when their short and brutish future was the only question? A plan needed to be made. What was the routine here?


  “Jesus, I’m thirsty,” she said. Would they remain like this all night?


  “There’s breakfast and supper, mostly soup and bread or beans, and water from the taps. At first, they just left me tied in here.” He inclined his head toward the strong grills on the windows. “But I got to my knife and made it to the bunk room a few days ago. Allan’s cellphone was there.”


  “Your call.” What that bravery must have cost him when he was caught. Why hadn’t she realized what he meant by “aching head”? “You told me enough. I wasn’t thinking straight. What happened?”


  “I heard them coming and made out like I was running for the door. They didn’t know I used it until later. Allan bragged that Dave had fixed it up, fooled you with a story.”


  “And how I bought it. Sinus headaches instead of Aikenhead.” She blew out a contemptuous breath at the gullible idiot she’d been.


  He straightened his shoulders. “The first night I was locked in a supply closet with a pile of rags for my bed.”


  “God, how did you stand it?”


  “My tree house is pretty small. I pretended I was a soldier. They have to go through lots of bad stuff, and they don’t always get food.”


  “At least they left us our coats. It’s cold in here.” She leaned against the wall, hot tears flooding her eyes. Belle turned her head to cover her stupidity and shock at the truth. She’d been led by the nose on a ludicrous wild goose chase that wouldn’t have deceived a five-year-old.


  Later, a light went on, and a man in his twenties brought in peanut butter sandwiches. Swarthy and full-chested, he was clean-shaven, short-haired like a military recruit, and dressed in hunting grey camouflage, an impressive Bowie knife on his belt. “I’m Belle Palmer. Who are you?” she asked. Perhaps if they exchanged names, personalized the situation, he’d be less inclined to harm her. Harm her. Now there was a concept. She was headed for a rendezvous in the belly of the beast.


  Contracting his heavy eyebrows, he put a long finger to his full lips. Instead of untying them, he fed them with patience and offered cups of water, which dribbled down their chins. “Dere will be someone come later for your bathroom break,” he said softly, a thick Quebecois accent in his consonants and a fist-fighter’s bump in his long, pointed nose.


  After the door closed, Belle turned to Micro. “How many are there?”


  His round eyes blinked as he calculated. “Len, Allan, this Rael guy and Jean-Paul, a fat man. He’s really mean. Calls me bad names and picks his nose. He smokes the product, too.”


  “Product?” What a little sponge he was. “Right. Anything else I should know?”


  “Sometimes I hear more voices. And there are at least three or four cars with different engine sounds.”


  “Sharp ears. How did they get together in this business?”


  “They act like they’re friends of Len. Talk about places in Montreal a lot. Girls and bars. That kind of stuff.” He paused, and his tones growled like a young cougar. “And Dave. Dave’s the boss. He runs everything.” With a bitterness beyond his years, Micro told her his suspicions that his stepfather had hired one of the group to kill Bea and make it look like the work of the serial killer. “I don’t know which one. It doesn’t matter. I just hope she didn’t—”


  Belle gave a warning “shush” as the door opened. A blond neckless man in faded work pants and shirt with rolled-up sleeves, revealing a cobra tattoo on his blubbery arm, arrived to oversee their efforts in the toilets. Jean-Paul barked orders and pointed a revolver, leaving no leeway which might be exploited. Manhandling them, he reeked of stale sweat and clouted Micro on the temple when he didn’t move fast enough.


  “What about later?” Belle asked, mindful of her midnight pee.


  “Forget it. Need one before morning, and you can crap your drawers all I care. You’re out of here tomorrow anyways. Nighty night. I gotta date with a bottle of rye.”


  As all but one of the lights were shut off and the door closed, Belle braced herself at his ungrammatical but dire promise. To their captors they were mere liabilities, pieces of meat for disposal. She had to be upbeat but straight with Micro about the long odds against escaping. They would be freed again, with luck in this oaf’s custody. He seemed the dullest of the lot. Probably learned to read from a case of beer. But without a weapon, how could they seize the moment? Then she remembered the heavy Maglite and twisted her head to glimpse its shadowy image under the cabinet. Nothing could clean a man’s clock like a couple of pounds of D batteries. How could she reach it? Timing was crucial. A nonrenewable, get-out-of-jail card.


  “I’m going to be completely honest with you, Micro. After what you’ve been through, you can take it. But I must know everything. Tell me why they kept you alive.” she said. Then maybe I can imagine what’s in store for us.


  He swallowed and gave a small sniff. “Dave owns the house now, but selling it takes a lot of time. Mom left me her half of the bakery. Leonora made an offer, but there could be a problem without a lawyer’s approval. Something about a trust agreement.”


  “How did you learn this?”


  “I heard Dave on the phone before I went to Aunt Hélène’s to stay. I didn’t know what it all meant.”


  “So if you were found dead...” Bad word, but what could shock him now? “Why does he need the money so soon? He seems set up enough here to start raking in plenty of cash, given the right connections.”


  Micro shook his head. “To buy the brewery and the equipment, he borrowed from some people Len knows. Really dangerous people, like in the movies. They don’t want to wait. Allan and Rael were getting nervous.”


  Len. That sweet cat, Moshe. His lovely daughter. She wanted to strangle him, feel her fingers squeeze his flabby jowls. “Have they hurt you?”


  “Len’s the one that kept me alive. He keeps telling Dave everything has to be perfect, something about crossing ‘t’s and dotting ‘i’s. They feel pretty confident, because the police think a ped...pedo—”


  “Pedophile, a child molester.”


  “That’s the word. See, when I disappeared, Dave got on a computer somewhere and—”


  “He sent the e-mail?” Belle sat up and tugged at her bonds. Often people twisted their wrists and presto. She got rope burns.


  “Jean-Paul laughed about it. Said Dave plans to drop a few more clues. Then I’ll be found, my bike, too, somewhere far away.” He pounded the back of his head against the wall. “I helped him set it up. If I hadn’t run off—”


  “Stop blaming yourself. Sure, it was a dumb idea. I could have told you living in the bush on your own was impossible.” At the word “dumb”, his sweet face fell, and she apologized for her lecture. As thoughts of their captors returned, she hoped Jean-Paul’s date with the bottle included the others and would leave them all running on empty. She told Micro one plan. There wouldn’t be time for another.


  Belle’s restive sleep was a series of troublesome naps that long night’s journey into day, cramped and aching from the awkward position. She had no access to her watch, and when light slithered through the grimy windows, shining grate marks across the floor, she woke up to what might well be her last morning on the set of 20,000 Years in Sing Sing with Spencer and Bette. She wouldn’t go without a fight, and she knew that Micro would battle at her side. They had nothing to lose.


  Soon after she and Micro had reviewed their roles in their command performance, Jean-Paul walked unsteadily into the room, bracing himself against a wall. “One at a time to the toilets. You first, girlie. Hustle!”


  She made eye contact with the boy. Step one. Despite her fear about the next critical moments, she almost laughed out loud at the archaic term. This girlie has a big surprise for you, J-P. He had no gun, trusting his bulk to easily overpower her. As he fumbled with her ropes, a stale, sweet alcohol smell seeped from his large pores. His face was unshaven and flaccid, the bulbous nose sprouting hairs and his bulging eyes beeswinged with red veins. “Tabernac on toast. Granny knots are a bitch. You’ve been pulling at them.”


  Belle knelt, moaning in her best theatrical fashion and taking time to rub her wrists and knees. Nine hours without motion made the charade easy. She shot another glance at Micro, and he winked. “Dépêche-toi. Ain’t got all friggin’ day,” Jean-Paul said, reaching for her arm.


  “No! Please! I have to go first!” Micro yelled on cue with a pitiful wail. Jean-Paul frowned as he looked at the boy, his ox brain pondering the logistics. Belle reached under the cabinet, seized the Maglite, and hid it behind her as she stood.


  “Wait your turn, you.” As Jean-Paul shook his hammy fist at the boy, she brought the heavy light down on his head, hitting him once more for good measure after he fell. Blood spatter splashed her pants. In a minute, Micro was free, and they tied the man, gagging him quickly with his own shirt before he came to.


  She plucked up the ceramic bear, kissed its nose, and asked Micro, “Perfect so far, but we can’t afford one mistake. What’s the safest way out?”


  He snapped his fingers. “The loading ramp. They bring in supplies there. It leads out back.”


  Moving with speed and caution, they made their way to the vat room, slipped out a door and down the metal stairs. Belle scanned the parking lot, knowing too well what she’d find. The van was gone, probably on its way to a chop shop in Cornwall. An old Honda sat there, probably Allan’s. They ran over and checked the ignition. No keys. Frantic, Belle didn’t need to examine the topo in her pocket. There were only three ways out. The road, the railroad spur or the bush. Allan said that men were on their way. It was sixty klicks back to town on the road. Could they hide in the bush if they sighted a car? Door number two, the railway spur led to the main CN line along the Vermilion River. On such an exposed route, they’d be easy targets.


  “Belle, look!” Micro pointed to the far end of the lot, where a panel truck crunched gravel, followed by Dave’s Santa Fe. Suddenly the vehicles increased their speed, heading towards the frozen pair. A window opened on the passenger side of the SUV, and shots rang out, dinging the rocky ground. More bursts echoed from a shotgun in the truck, shattering the bushes.


  A familiar voice, revealing the iron fist inside the velvet glove, yelled, “Cover the rail line! They’re trapped.” Two hundred feet away, she imagined she could see Dave’s contorted face behind the windshield, an icon of trust, now a gargoyle.


  “Into the woods!” Belle grabbed Micro’s hand, and they zigzagged to the perimeter, shielded by clumps of willows and faded goldenrod.


  They leaped the remains of a rusty wire fence and soon disappeared into the thick forest, following a game trail, then a ridge, the paths of least resistance. With at least three men, Dave was close behind, directing their pursuit with hoarse calls. They splashed through a stream, climbed on all fours to a hill of lustrous sugar maples. These venerable trees, a greedy species, blanketed the ground with their wares, leaving little undergrowth for concealment. She urged Micro to veer left to where a landscape of bushy striped maples helped their camouflage. Suddenly she tripped over a root, and her glasses flew off. As she struggled to her feet, she reeled in her nearsightedness at the vivid fall colours, a kaleidoscope of red, yellow, orange and green. Frantically she scanned the ground, a disorienting blur. Then a voice said, “I have them, Belle” and handed her the life-saving lenses.


  Ten minutes later, they stopped behind a large granite outcrop to catch their breath. Luck and brains had been on their side. Running had caught the men by surprise. Dave probably thought she’d beg for her life, a foolish action. To set up and protect a project like this, what did a few people mean against millions of dollars? Had it all been set in motion when Dave had seen the opportunity for a copycat killing? How Len must have laughed when he’d talked about Broughton hiring a drifter for vandalism at the bakery, just like he’d engaged Allan. And the sauna incident. Len himself, skulking along the shoreline? With Dave rushing to the rescue from an attack he’d orchestrated. That fish smell on the wedges. Hadn’t he and Ed been down at the dock? Angling for bass, he’d had scales on his hands when he pulled out the pieces of wood and tossed them into the grass. What a twisted mind lay inside his charming exterior.


  They set off again, ducking their heads and scrambling forward. Belle tried to keep a bead on distant trees for directions, fearing that in the well-known phenomenon, they might circle back towards the group. Micro was panting, but gamely keeping pace despite the weakening confinement. His heavy basketball shoes slowed him, but they were warmer and sturdier than runners. The waterproof jacket over his sweatsuit had a hood, which he’d soon appreciate. She was glad she had zipped in her coat liner and added the gloves and toque. Hiking boots would have helped, but she’d changed to sneakers at the motel.


  Suddenly they heard a distant barking. Micro turned, his face creased with stress as he bent over, his chest heaving. “It’s Buffalo. I’d recognize him anywhere.”


  Through the capricious nature of sound through leaves, they heard Dave yell, “I’ve got the dog, and he’ll find you. Stay where you are. You’ll die out there anyway.” At least he hadn’t thought them stupid enough to believe a promise that they wouldn’t be hurt, that the lucrative enterprise would be shut down, and everyone would fold tent and go home, crossing fingers and promising not to snitch.


  Micro opened his mouth, but Belle closed it with her hand. “Is it a bluff? Could your dog lead him here?”


  Micro gulped, then nodded. “He’s my friend, but Dave took him to obedience school. He’ll do what he’s told.”


  She pointed downhill to a brook, and they splashed along a few hundred feet in the time-honoured method of eluding captors. Buffalo wasn’t a tracking dog, and a leash would slow Dave. Still, it was a matter of attrition. A boy and a woman in her forties were no match for the strength and speed of men. Behind them came distorted cries and the crashing of branches.


  After countless minutes of breakneck bushwhacking, with dead reckoning serving as compass, Belle and Micro took refuge in the embrace of a hollow cedar sarcophagus, blackened by a lightning strike. Her nose inches from the trunk, she could trace the regular patterns of scorch, smell the dry resin of the wood. The dog’s yelps came closer and closer. Her heart drilled into her ribs as she held Micro in her arms, but she knew they could go no farther. His eyes were wild with fear as he pressed his cheek against her chest. She held her breath, praying to all the forest gods, when a grey and white bundle of fur bounded out of the bush with a woof.


  TWENTY-TWO


  He broke his leash. Good dog,” Belle whispered as the animal placed his massive paws on Micro’s shoulders and covered his face with loving licks. A frayed piece of cheap cord hung around the animal’s neck. She stilled the boy with a hand gesture to listen for the crunch of feet on dry leaves. Only silence as deafening as the bush can be, punctuated by the twitter of chickadees. Then the rollicking animal sat quietly, expressing his happiness groin-first in the sincerest form of flattery.


  She had few worries about Dave tracking them now. Even she couldn’t have retraced their steps in the errant leafmeal and fall debris. She patted her chest to make sure of their one tool, the precious topo map. They had to find a safe place to study its whorls of hills and maze of watercourses, locate a landmark, make a plan to stay far enough away from the gang and eventually walk out. But without a compass? From the middle of nowhere? Maybe it happened in fiction, but such a feat pushed optimism to fantasy. Soon, judging from the sky darkening to pewter, they’d need shelter. The Weather Channel at the motel had predicted freezing rain turning to flurries, an evil combination in either order.


  As they headed for a hill with heavy conifer coverage, somewhere to get their bearings yet stay hidden, she was glad that their coats melted into the surroundings. Hers was green, his tan. That protection also meant that hunters could mistake them for game, perhaps the dog, too. Meeting someone could save their lives...if they weren’t shot first. Was it too much to hope that in all these thousands of hectares that they would blunder on a party chowing down around a campfire? She licked sweat from her lips.


  Convinced that they were out of range of their pursuers, she spread out the map, starting at the brewery cluster. Her eyes swam with contour lines, trickles of creeks, height numbers on hilltops. All she knew was that Dave and his men blocked the way north towards Shining Tree and west to the tracks. East was a large chunk of swampland. Her mind working like an overcaffeinated chipmunk’s, she scanned the horizon for a landmark. No sense taking one step without knowing exactly where they were.


  “Did you miss me, Buffy? Give me five. Give me ten.” Micro and the dog patted paws. Did he really understand the present danger?


  Then, across a far ridge, she saw the tips of metal towers marching south like friendly giants. The pole line. Land would be rough-cleared for a hundred feet to facilitate access for repairs with Hydro’s tracked vehicles. Wasn’t it about time that Ontario’s white elephant did her a favour?


  Under a spruce, they huddled against a cruel wind which pummelled the heights. As she pored over the map, Micro looked at her with such clear and perfect trust that she steadied her voice, swallowing a lump of fear. “We might have a chance. That’s the pole line three hills over. Once we get there, it’s...” She counted the squares, each one kilometre according to the scale. “About twenty-five kilometres to Thor Lake. See those dots at McKee’s Camp?”


  His eyes widened, and he nodded with enthusiasm. “Lots of dots.”


  “Lots of dots are good. It means people and safety.”


  “Then can we catch a ride home?”


  She forced a gentle smile. “It’s only a railroad stop. No roads. But I know a trapper who should be there, and even if he isn’t, we can flag down a train.” Or could they? Surely in a matter of life and death...


  “We studied Thor in mythology last year. He was a cool guy. Is the lake named after him?”


  It took them a punishing hour to negotiate the heavy bush across the steep hills, hung up by deadfalls and scrabbling through alder groves which tugged at their clothes. Over, under, or around, three simple but time-consuming actions. Their faces and hands were scratched when they finally reached the pole line and stared down its interminable path toward the horizon. Twenty-five kilometres. No walk in the park. The land was cleared, but it was hilly country carved through rocks, and from her hiking experience, they might make fewer than two kilometres an hour. McKee’s Camp was too far for tonight.


  At least they couldn’t lose the trail, a critical advantage. Each fall brought bulletins about missing hunters. Some survived, some didn’t. Her arm ached from carrying the heavy flashlight. When darkness came...She didn’t want to think of that, nor would she tell him that they’d spend a night outdoors. “Let’s go, Micro.”


  “I’m hungry,” he said later as they crossed the meandering trickles of the Wapiti River. In a rich irony, the tiny canoe in Paddle to the Sea could reach her lake faster than she could. Her mother had read to her at bedtime from that timeless children’s book, and she’d imagined the little carved man bobbing his way across thousands of miles.


  “Me, too.” Her empty stomach churned acid on the burning reserves that were fuelling their flight. His face was flushed with effort, as was hers. Fall was a bad time to forage. In spring they could have nibbled raw fiddleheads or tender cattails. Summer would have provided blueberries, raspberries and blackberries. Thinking about the juicy fruit reminded her that the bruins should be in their dens by now, storing brown fat for the winter. That didn’t mean that they didn’t stretch their legs now and then, another worry, especially with a cub, which denned with its mother the first winter to learn its trade. She shook off the image, preferring a bruin over Dave, the Dark Man, and his rat pack. Humans had more on their minds than a meal, a hidden agenda with the basest intentions.


  The wind buffeted them in the exposure of the pole line, and she pulled her toque over her ears. She noticed that Micro’s hands were shaking. “Take my gloves until the next rest, and put up your hood even if you’re sweating. Heat loss will drain you faster than hunger.”


  Her watch read four p.m. in the waning fall light. They would have to stop soon and make shelter. Under a fir tree perhaps, the branches bolstered with overlapping birch bark strips, an impromptu hut. An uprooted cedar with a snug rootball hole might do the job if a bear hadn’t commandeered it. No fire would warm them. Her matches stayed with the emergency kit in the van, wherever it was now, a cherry of a deal at only twelve thousand klicks. For a moment, she wished she were a chain-smoker with a ready Bic to flick. But Allan would have discovered that item in his groping.


  As they walked, she’d been scanning the area for edibles, but the barren land offered nothing. On a rest break, she led him into the nearby forest. Even a token mouthful would give them heart. “Look for berries or mushrooms.” She told him about boletes, an edible fungi with a spongy base instead of gills. As they passed a rotten clump, melting into the peat, her stomach lurched.


  “Gross,” Micro said. Nearby were a few young ones, which she pocketed.


  She knelt to gather a handful of reliable teaberries, which wintered over and were more palatable in spring. Her old friend Anni had said that they gave strength and energy. But they were scant, only one or two per bush. “Taste these,” she said, waving him over. “There used to be a chewing gum with this flavour.”


  His eyes wavered, but he ate them in confidence, then presented a yellow mushroom with telltale white encrustations of the fatal fly agaric. She tossed it into the dried ferns and grabbed his collar. “You didn’t eat any of that, did you? It’s poison.”


  His face bore traces of hurt and confusion, a wicked scratch on one cheek. “No, I wanted to ask—”


  “Sorry for panicking, my friend. I should have known you were too smart.” She placed an arm around his shoulder and squeezed. “Wash your hands in the next creek.”


  “Hope we get there soon. I’m thirsty,” he added.


  Drinking from a lake or stream would be a crapshoot in all definitions. Even dogs could contract giardia. In their fast-collapsing time frame, though, beaver fever would be the least of their worries. The painful but non-life-threatening condition took several weeks to emerge. Dehydration would stop them with the power of a sledgehammer. It was all a matter of calculated risks.


  At the next sizable stream, she gave reluctant permission, and they knelt and slurped along with Buffalo, beasts of the field. Belle sluiced water over her hot face. She could smell rank sweat oozing from her underarms. “Our ancestors didn’t have bottled water, and they survived. We’ll have to trust our genes and pray that the microbes are swimming the other way.”


  He swiped his mouth with his sleeve and smiled, fast to forgive her recent alarm. “Nanny of the Maroons used to hide in the hills when she led the freedom fighters in Jamaica. She was Ashanti. That’s African. Some say she had magic, but I think her troops were using guerrilla warfare. They disguised themselves as bushes and trees.”


  Her eyebrow rose in interest. “A female general. I’ll second that. What does ‘maroon’ mean?”


  “It’s another name for a runaway slave.”


  A slave. Like her great-great-grandfather might have been. She explained the recent discovery in her genealogy.


  “Really? How can you find out for sure?”


  “Some records from that period have been computerized, but most have to be searched on-site. The Ontario Archives in Toronto is a good source. I have my great-grandfather’s birthdate, so I can send away for his birth certificate, learning more information about his parents. Until then, it’s a family mystery.”


  “Ooooooooo.” He made a creepy universal sound for the paranormal and waved his hands. The casual conversation had lifted their spirits. Refreshed, they set on with a collective will. Even Buffalo ran circles like Freya did when excited and happy.


  In a valley farther on, a swamp full of stumps and fallen logs bordered the pole line. Belle was heading over to a tempting crimson flash in a bush when suddenly she noticed that Buffalo had tracked something down into the weeds. There was a huge splash, and with horror they watched him swim into the water. A large dark snarling object rode on his broad back, nimble black hands gripping his fur. Frantically, the dog paddled forward, his front raised like the prow of a sinking boat. Dogs drowned this way, she thought, powerless to help.


  “Can’t we do something?” Micro clutched her arm, his misty eyes gathering despair.


  They weren’t fifty feet from a hot bath like last time when he’d waded into the lake. Getting soaked would send their chances to zero. She explained with quiet authority, “You can’t go after him. Buffalo will have to deal with this. Make a lot of noise.”


  As they yelled and clapped, the raccoon leaped onto a grey cedar spar which pierced the swamp. A yellow stream of urine rained down onto the dog, a final insult. Trailing noxious brown muck, Buffalo climbed back out of the water and performed an undulating head-to-tail hula, then tried to rub against Micro’s legs.


  “Get off me. You stink like a big old rotten egg,” the boy said, leaping away with a grin.


  “The least of our worries,” she added, her heart rate slowing. Despite the reek, she checked the dog for wounds, but his thick coat had protected him.


  At the water’s edge, she examined the late arrival she’d spotted, highbush cranberries. They picked a cupful.


  At five o’clock, the sky an ominous battleship gray, Belle looked again at the map. From her reckoning, they were traversing Oxo Creek, which led to Nipper Lake. “Are we going to stop and make a campfire?” Micro asked.


  “I don’t have any matches or lighter, and the fine points of rubbing sticks I never mastered,” she answered, massaging her painful leg muscles. She pointed to a tiny dot. “This could be a cabin.” Or it could be the remains of a building from two turns of the centuries, either burned or abandoned. Topos weren’t updated very often, for reason of considerable government expense.


  Micro pushed back the hood on his jacket and wiped his forehead. His voice wavered as he looked at her, his eyes losing their lustre. “I guess I can’t go much farther.”


  She knew it was bruising his young male pride to confess that, and she felt the same. The last meal had been a twenty-four-hour memory. She’d noticed him struggling to hide a limp an hour ago. “How are your feet?”


  He sat on a flat rock and took off his shoe and sock, flashes of misery crossing his face. “It’s only a blister. No problem.”


  Ugly, broken and weeping serum. “I’ve had my share of those. They can really hurt. I promise you we’ll stop to find shelter in the next hour.”


  Her sneakers were soaked and filthy, and one foot ached from a heel spur. A cold, light rain began to fall, the turn of bad luck she had dreaded as they walked a rickety balance beam. Hypothermia brought confusion and certain death. Belle searched with fatigued eyes for the thickest possible cover, but here the land had flattened and gone to birch and poplar. Two hundred metres ahead she saw the dark green of protective conifers. “Another five minutes.”


  Dripping wet and bone-weary, they crested the top of a hill of feathery white pines, looked into a valley, and yelled at the same time. Nestled in neon-red sumach bushes, a small cabin sat at the edge of a shallow lake full of bulrushes and reeds, perfect moose territory. Beside it, a golden grove of quaking aspen whispered sibilants in the wind, their leaves rippling like a football crowd creating a picture. “In Xanadu did Kubla Khan...” she said, her voice trailing off as she knelt in the soft cover of fallen needles.


  “Xanawhat? Who’s Kubla?” He knelt beside her, shivering, his words stuttered, a sure sign of danger.


  “An old poem about a palace, written by a talented man with a substance-abuse problem. This looks just as beautiful.” She could see a tarped stack of wood on the porch. Surely inside would be matches or a lighter. They were saved. For now. And now was what mattered.


  Coming down the hill, their knees buckling from exhaustion, they passed a building with a crescent moon carved into the door. “Do they keep their lawnmower there?” he asked.


  She stifled a snicker. “An outhouse. A bathroom. No indoor plumbing. No electricity either.”


  “Looks cold,” he said, one brow rising. “Are there snakes?”


  “All gone to hibernation. Ontario doesn’t have any poisonous varieties up here. Just the midget Massasauga rattler farther south.”


  As a rush of energy thrilled her muscles, she began to walk faster, water squelching in her shoes. It was an unwritten law of the bush that people in serious trouble could break into a camp. On the porch, she found an axe beside the tarp and snapped the old padlock on the door. Micro caught up, and they entered, shaking off the rain. She closed her eyes and took a deep breath. Maslow’s Hierarchy. Get warm. Find food. Sleep. Under pressure, life simplified itself.


  The building had only one room, about twenty-by-twenty feet, easy to assess at a glance. Two rustic camp beds. Rag rugs on the floorboards from a time when nothing was wasted. A woodstove, table and chairs. A kitchen with a sink and handpump.


  “We’ll take care of your foot later. Making a fire is job one,” she said, fixing on the stove, a homemade version using an oil drum. It looked like it could warm a mansion. A wooden box held pine splits. The cabin had been used this summer, according to the dates on the Field and Stream and Outdoor Canada magazines on a barrel table. She passed them to Micro. “Crumple up these pages one at a time. No cheating. Then add the kindling. Get the driest wood you can from the porch.”


  “Any cardboard?” His smile sent a signal that he was better already. How quickly the young revived.


  “If your preparation is careful enough, we won’t need it.”


  While he busied himself, she found matches and a long BBQ lighter on the counter. Passing them over when he returned with an armful of pine and maple, she began to hunt for medical supplies. In an alcove, a dry sink had a bucket hung below the drain, a disposable razor, and a shaving cup with soap and brush. What stared back at her in the silvered mirror had hair plastered to its head, a scratch on its nose, and muddy streaks on both cheeks. “Hello, sweetheart,” she said. “Come here often?”


  In the metal medicine cabinet, she found an ancient first-aid kit with a blackened bottle of World War Two-vintage iodine. No sissy painless sprays for them.


  From the crackling sounds which tickled her ears, Micro had the blaze going. She returned to find him placing two lanterns on the table along with a tin of fuel. “I found these in a cupboard,” he said.


  “Excellent.” They shrugged off their sodden coats and hung them by the stove. “We’re on a roll. Sit down, and let’s check that tootsie.”


  He plopped onto a bed and pulled off his shoe and sock, yipping as the tender skin blisters ripped away.


  “Ouch,” she said, brandishing a pad. “But don’t worry. I have just the thing. Moleskin.”


  “Yuck. Like from a mole?”


  Chuckling, she placed strips of the pliant material over his heel and wrapped them with adhesive tape. “Soft like a mole.” Then she pulled out the iodine. “This stuff’s going to hurt, soldier. We’ll only cover the major scratches on our face and hands. You paint me, and I’ll paint you.”


  Soon after, still smarting from the cruel applications, each one uttering not a whimper, they put their soaked pants over a wooden chair, then pulled two more seats close to the stove, drinking in the warmth like cocoa. The place would be a bakery in twenty minutes. Where was Buffalo? Then she noticed him making himself small and cozy behind the stove, nose under tail. He’d take hours to dry, poor fellow. The downside of hair.


  While Micro poked at the fire, adding maple once the pine got going, she prowled the cupboards. The owner leaving so recently was a promising sign. She took down canisters and opened them, coming up with what she expected. A chocolate bar would have been too much of a bonus.


  He came to her side, peering at the collection. “Is there food, Belle?”


  She arranged her treasures on the counter. A bag of flour, brown sugar, salt, baking powder and a can of bacon drippings. “Nothing else? How can we eat that? Are you going to make bread?” he asked, a crease between his brows.


  “Bread without yeast.” She laughed and chucked his dimpled chin. “We’re going to set a world record for eating the most bannock in an hour.”


  “Ban—?”


  “Where are those cranberries we picked? Check our coats.” She worked the pump. Nothing. “There’s a bucket under that dry sink. Get water from the lake to prime this.” Willing as any man expecting a meal, he went out in his underwear and T-shirt.


  Bannock was a lifesaver, nourishing and portable. They could eat their fill and make pounds more for the next day’s travel. She found a bowl, measuring the ingredients by eye, adding extra sugar for energy, and saving the plump berries for last.


  When he returned, with several arthritic squeaks, the pump plunged into action. Belle found a kettle to boil water. It looked clear, but no telling what might lurk in the aquifer. A couple of teabags from the pantry helped the taste, slightly metallic from iron deposits.


  With darkness fast arriving, Micro filled and lit the lamps under her direction. Then Belle patted the batter onto a greased griddle. They waited, their grins spreading in a wordless communication, drips of drool at the corners of their chapped mouths. Savory aromas filled the air, and the dog joined the group, coming to rapt attention and raising a paw. She felt nauseous from hunger.


  “Eat slowly,” she said as she slid a golden cake onto his enamel plate, her hands shaking from low blood sugar. “Finish this one and wait a few minutes. I went to too much trouble to have you vomiting.”


  He explored the heavy pancake with a fork, the berries jewels in the crown. His light brown cheeks, streaked with iodine warpaint, filled like balloons. “Goobgh.”


  Belle had abandoned the concept of grace before meals when she left home for university, but she brought from her pants pocket the ceramic bear, one ear broken. She touched it gently as she placed it on the table and watched Micro smile. “Something is watching out for us in the forest.”


  “Really? Like an angel? A ghost?” He raised his arms and flapped them.


  “A spirit. Remember the Deer Prince?”


  “Now I’m glad I touched his nose.”


  As she enjoyed the carbohydrate fix, savouring the tart berries that exploded in the mouth, Belle explained her philosophy that all creatures shared the wilderness and had to respect each other.


  “Have you seen a bear?”


  “Lots of them. Nearly every day when I walk the flats in May and June. They’re hungry, foraging on fresh spring grass before the berries ripen. I avoid the dense forest until August, because we can’t see each other until it’s too late. They need lots of room to run away.”


  “And they do? Always?”


  She spread her hands. “Here I am to tell the tale. Noise helps, like with the coon. Some people wear bells or carry whistles. I sing. That’s enough to scare King Kong.” Recreating the woodland scene, she thought of Freya. Thank God she was with the DesRosiers and not waiting in a dark house for a mistress who hadn’t returned to give her dinner. She mashed a couple of the cooling cakes and served them to Buffalo, giving him a pan of water as well.


  She noticed that they hadn’t mentioned what had sent them to this remote place. Perhaps that was good. They needed strong, positive thoughts to reach Thor Lake. Micro had finished all of the bannock, and he pushed back his plate. “I feel better, Belle. That was great.”


  “I’m proud of you. Any other kid would have folded.” She could swear he blushed at the praise.


  “Nanny of the Maroons, meet Alexander Bustamante, first Prime Minister of Jamaica,” he said, shaking hands.


  “Yes, your mother told me about him.” How long ago, and how many life lessons since?


  He gave a burp after patting his stomach. The cabin was home, and they were content for the moment, their clothes finally dry. “No bath?”


  After draining her mug, she tossed back his teasing smile. “I think not. We’ll splash off in the lake tomorrow morning.”


  Above the table, she saw a drugstore wall calendar and thumbed it forward. Was today October 13th? She traced it with her finger.


  “Important day?” Micro asked.


  “My mother’s birthday.”


  He blinked, his thick velvet lashes almost girlish. What a heartbreaker he was going to be in a few years. “She’ll be worried about you.”


  “She died some time ago. Cancer.”


  “Not your father, too?”


  “He’s in a nursing home, but he’s fine.” She explained how he had given her the clue about Aikenhead.


  “Won’t he wonder where you are?”


  “He doesn’t know anything’s wrong, and...and we’ll be back tomorrow.” There, she’d said it. Was it the big lie?


  “Do you miss your mother? What was she like?”


  Belle sat back and tried to put a long history into a few words. In a law-enforcement motif applied to her family, Father had been the good cop, Mother the bad. Father praised the As on her report card, Mother speared the lone B. A legal secretary who could have been a Queen’s Counsel had she been born later, her mother had been an immensely talented woman, gardening, sewing and drawing. She just hadn’t been a cuddler, nor did she coo over babies. Not until she was nearly seventy had she become nostalgic during Belle’s yearly visits to their retirement home in Florida. Belle still recalled the last time she and her mother had hugged. Terry Palmer had been frail from chemo, her spine shrinking with age, a grey-haired child to her daughter, but spunky enough to tell Belle that her mashed potatoes needed garlic and should have been whipped with the mixer. “Maybe that’s why I never thought about having—” She noticed that his eyes had closed.


  After cleaning up, she turned out the lamps as they settled into the bunks with satisfied sighs. Buffalo snored on Micro’s bed, emitting pungent farts at intervals. The army-surplus blankets were raspy but thick. She nosed mildew on the lumpy pillow, letting a drift of smoke lead her towards sleep. She needed to think, plan more than a day ahead in case...Then she erased the blackboard of worry. What they would find at McKee’s Camp on Thor Lake, they would find. Que sera.


  She lay like lead, wide awake, her recovering muscles twitching with intermittent galvanic shocks. Her brain refused to accept the rest it needed, so she reviewed Micro’s story, trying to piece his fragments with hers. The men hadn’t laid out the complete scenario for the boy, just enough to speculate. Dave had hired a hit man for Bea, hoping to piggyback onto the two other murders, tossing in the missing payroll for motive. Was it Len? Allan? One of the Quebec crew? For all his duplicity, she didn’t see her chubby ex-friend as a cold-blooded, hands-on murderer. Dave’s next step was pure brilliance: hiring crafty old Len to search for the killer. She seethed as she recalled how he’d shared selected information, sent her on fool’s errands, made suggestions about Leonora, Sean Broughton and Jason Lewis, even about Dave, the mastermind himself. Micro’s running away had given them a lucky break. Of course, Dave knew about Camp Sudburga, and he’d found the boy easily. By the time he and Belle had arrived, Micro had been relocated to the brewery. Orchestrating his death would have taken some planning, but it would have come. Presiding at yet another funeral would have been Dave’s finest hour.


  She reviewed her actions in Shining Tree, doubting that a rescue team was on the way. Only the geezer at the gas station had heard her questions about the brewery location, and he’d been en route to Thunder Bay, a day’s travel to the northwest. Finding her overnight bag and a few clothes, the motel would sound an alarm, but with what results? They might think she’d been abducted.


  She dozed off but sat up suddenly at an eerie call in the night, quickly answered by another, and for a moment she thought she was in her own bed. Then she felt the hard mattress and turned over, pounding the heavy pillow. One dawn she’d seen five wolves cross the ice. Usually they were very circumspect beasts, a threatened species. What were she and the boy? Prey or predator? Mice scuttled under the camp. Micro groaned in his sleep.


  Later she heard him get up to go outside. “Take the flashlight on the table. Don’t bother with the outhouse,” she called. “It’s probably full of spiders.” In return she heard a squeak.


  Finally, in the glimmers of the tardy autumn dawn, she awoke with a start as a roar blasted over the cabin.


  TWENTY-THREE


  For a gut-wrenching moment, she wondered if they’d been tracked, if Dave had fixated on the pole line, too, instead of believing them hopelessly lost in the woods, waiting for death. She peeked out the window, craning her neck to make out in the clearing sky a white plane, Bearskin Airlines, the red-eye from Timmins, heading due south to Sudbury. Taking a deep breath, she reminded herself that she wasn’t co-starring in a Bond film with swooping Apache helicopters, hi-tech all-terrain vehicles, and rocket-propelled suits. Travel was slow and dirty in the North. The bush respected foot travel or canoe. Even in winter, with ponds and lakes frozen, snowmobiles couldn’t manage the rough terrain she and Micro had breached in their first agonizing hour.


  The stove was dead out when she got up, leaving her warm bed with reluctance. She found a knapsack and plastic bags, and packed the bannock, several lumpy pounds. After this orgy, she’d probably never eat it again, but it would serve them well on their cold march.


  At the noise, Micro got up, stretched cat-like as if he had no worldly cares, and ran a hand through his curly hair. “Morning, Belle.”


  “Morning to you. One guess what’s for breakfast.”


  “Yum, yum,” he said, laughing as he pulled on his pants. Then he took Buffalo outside for their ablutions.


  Belle scanned the small cabin for whatever might aid the journey. If...when she reached civilization, she’d pay the owner for their life-saving bed and board. She poured the water in the kettle into a plastic juice bottle and added it to the pack. The lighter and a bone-handled knife on a belt rode along. Two brown, durable canvas jackets hanging on the wall attracted her eye. They’d make good overcoats.


  Micro returned, passing a hand over his wet forehead. “It’s snowing.”


  She looked outside. “Only moisture in the air when the dew point freezes. See where the blue’s coming back? Enough to make a Dutchman a pair of trousers.” How many times had her father said that? Would she hear it again?


  They went to the lake for a wake-up splash, kneeling as they cleaned their faces, arms and hands, laughing at their painted iodine streaks. Back inside, while she pored over the map, they munched the cakes she’d set aside. She moved her hand down many squares to a long, thin lake intersecting the pole line at the southern end. Slowly she counted, each half inch a punishing demand on their energy banks. “Thor Lake’s getting closer. We’ve done thirteen kilometres. Twelve to go.”


  “I rode three times that on the railbed.” Micro pointed to the dense, sculpted lines across the route. “What are those?”


  She gave a rueful smile, fingercombing her hair, in need of a wash like the rest of her. Would she rather be fed or clean? No contest. “Height indicators. We have more climbing today. How’s your foot?”


  He pressed the heel with cautious fingers. “It’s way better now.”


  Wait until you start walking again, she thought.


  Finding a pencil and a paper bag, she left an apologetic note on the table and secured the cabin door by looping twine from a utility drawer around the handle and tying it tightly to a nail. The door would stay shut, protecting the interior. They buttoned the bulky canvas jackets and set off, led by the giant towers which marched across the landscape like Quixote’s windmills. Stuffed with bannock, she felt more like Sancho Panza.


  Over the next hour, the day brightened as the clouds parted to reveal a pale cerulean sky. Minus 10°C at a guess. Easy breathing, no catch in the nose or throat. Thanks to the double coats, they stayed toasty.


  “I’ll take the pack,” Micro said, hoisting it at the next rest stop, a rocky outcrop which resembled giants’ chairs.


  The heavy frost made the leaves crackle as they walked, their breath puffing in the cold morning air. In a customary game from her hikes, Belle closed her eyes on a level spot. She could identify the leaf by its crunch. Thin poplar and birch were louder than thicker maple or leathery oak. From a spruce grove, Buffalo flushed a pair of clumsy, flapping grouse, which fluttered into the high branches. Their white, chickeny meat made Hélène’s grouse fingers one of Belle’s favourite treats. The bush was an endless party for the dog, accustomed to walking city streets, but it frustrated Belle to see food escape her useless hands.


  As they advanced down the line, she wondered if her decision to leave the cabin had been wise. The land was open enough that they could have built three small fires in the universal distress signal. No one was looking for Micro here, but had her absence triggered the OPP into aerial action? No signs of a yellow rescue helicopter reached her ready ears.


  On they plodded, up to a bald knob, down across creeks, around a smooth mound of rock. She pointed out the glacial grooves across the dark basalt.


  “I heard about those. A couple miles high, my teacher said.” He followed the striations with his eyes. “North to southwest, right?”


  As they approached a meadow, three deer foraging on dry grass sprang towards safety into the woods, lithe and sleek with white tails, facing a winter which would thin their herds and leave Darwin’s best. Where would she rank at the end of the day? While she planned no Palmer additions to the gene pool, Micro deserved a chance.


  They hiked through an old burn of jack pine skeletons, witness of a lightning bolt. Fireweed, pin cherry and other sun-loving plants had begun to reclaim the territory. Burns were part of nature’s clean-up. Otherwise these species couldn’t prosper. Only when man encroached and the sacred word “property” came under threat were the blazes perceived as bad. Every summer she saw thin wisps of grey in the distant hills framing Lake Wapiti and smelled smoke on the wind. Once a filigreed, blackened birch leaf had dropped from the sky into her hand, an eerie postcard.


  When they stopped at noon for lunch, Belle reopened the map, creased and beginning to tear from hard travel and moisture. Pray God they wouldn’t need it much longer. “I’m thinking we’re here,” she said, tapping a square. “Another two hours and safe at last.” And surely they would be. Yet how many times had an adult lied to a frightened child to make him feel secure? She remembered her ruse en route to Silver City with Chris about the use of the word “retard” and decided to come clean.


  “I have a confession.” She told him about her fabricated cousin.


  “That’s okay. You taught us some better words. The substitute teacher had to look up ‘bumpkin’ in the dictionary.” Micro munched his bannock, portioning some for the hungry dog. Buffalo had lapped at each creek, but their water was nearly gone, and the food was salty and dry.


  “We’re crossing into Lampman Township from Frechette. That’s Harrison Lake,” she said from the promontory, exposing unbroken wilderness in all directions. “Avery Lake’s over there.” She pointed east to a large body of water with jewelled islands.


  “All these places have names, but no people?” he asked, a flash of wonder raising his neat eyebrows like tildes.


  She pictured the last hundred and twenty years of the region’s history: hunters, trappers, loggers and government mapmakers. “I guess someone walked in and planted a name on a hill, a creek, a lake. I do the same thing in my territory. Remember Surprise Lake?” She laughed. “Of course, it’s not official.”


  “It should be,” he said, considering the map with a serious expression and spreading two lithe fingers like a compass. Before she could grab him, with an impish grin he scrambled a few feet up the metal hydro tower and pointed northwest to two azure pools as he hung like a chimp. “There’s Belle Lake and Micro Lake beside it.”


  “I’m the round, fat one, eh? Get down, you rascal, before you break a leg. I’m not pulling a travois, let alone constructing one from my clothes.”


  At three o’clock, they glimpsed the upper end of long, narrow Thor Lake. The last few kilometres took them along the shimmering water’s east side. “Do you see anyone?” Micro asked, a trust in his voice which opened fresh wounds in her heart.


  His gait had slowed, and he was limping again, as she’d feared. She cleaned her glasses, blurry with sweatfog. Far across, she imagined small buildings, but the trees were thick. Was that a movement near one shape or a trick of light? Her nostrils flared at the ever-so-faint aromatic cedar perfume of woodsmoke, a quick and easy fuel in early fall. To add to the fun, intermittent cramps niggled at her belly, a twenty-four-hour warning of her monthly biological clock. Men had it lucky. She shuddered at the thought of scratchy moss in her pants.


  At the lake’s terminus, they left the pole line, Belle kissing her hand in thanks, and crossed the narrow Vermilion River on a rustic bridge. From there they began hiking a well-established trail along the west side of Thor. Her muscles were screaming from lactic acid build-up. They were both an hour beyond the end of their resources. If the place was deserted, she was determined to drape herself over the tracks Perils-of-Pauline style and wait for CN. What if the trains ran only once a week?


  Then she heard a melodious sound, silver in the air, rising and falling like a symphony. The guttural snarl of a chain saw. Picking up the pace on the magic of sheer grit, they followed it through the woods like Looney Tunes characters floating inches above the ground, past several cabins into a clearing. Beside a woodpile, dressed in lined jeans, a red wool checked shirt and pink knit cap with ear flaps, a familiar figure was chunking up a huge cedar log.


  Belle made a wide circle to move slowly into his sight. She didn’t want a Texas-style massacre if she startled him and he lost control of the machine’s formidable twenty-inch blade. “Hello. We meet again.” She bent to brace her arms on her shaking knees.


  At first, his tanned, creased face registered confusion. Then he broke into a roar of laughter, switching off the motor and putting down the saw. Reaching under his hat, he scratched one ear. “Jesus, Mary and Joseph on a snowmobile. You followed me after all, or are you on some survival exercise?” He looked at the panting dog. “That’s a herder, not a retriever, so you can’t be hunting.”


  Sitting on a chopping block while Micro, once again a curious boy, wandered to the water’s edge with Buffalo, Belle told him about their trip. Telesphore Rochette, Ted, extended a beefy hand, which she shook with more delight than meeting the Queen.


  “By God, the radio’s been talking for weeks about that boy. Heard something this morning on the short wave about a woman missing up by Shining Tree. Picked up by a stranger, they thought. You came all that way?” He put his hands on his hips and stared at her until she wondered if her face were dirty as well as striped with iodine. Probably. And who cared? She’d earned her smudges.


  “Every motherloving kilometre.” She rubbed her sore legs, the muscles stiffening. Steve would have relayed the news to everyone. But not her father, not yet. He had more savvy than to panic an old man.


  “So you broke into Jon Saari’s camp? He’s a good guy. Lives in Coniston. Buy him a bottle of rye.”


  “He’ll get a case of Gilbey’s finest.” She pumped her fist.


  He looked down to the lake, where Micro was skipping stones. “The lad’s a fine one. Yours?” In an old-fashioned gesture, he cut his eyes to her ringless hand.


  “Just friends.” So much more than that. They’d been to hell and back together. Belle heard a chattering and noticed a metal pest trap holding two furry babies. She gave him an ironic smile. “Are squirrel coats back in fashion?”


  He shook his finger at her joke. “Meet Abbott and Costello. Their nest was destroyed when this rotten cedar fell. Killed the mother, too. They can’t live out the winter on their own. I’m taking them home for my granddaughter to bottle-feed until spring. Do they ever like canned milk.”


  So the trapper had a soft heart, another human contradiction. Barbecuing Elsie, Babe and Chicken Little, who was she to lecture?


  “Hey, Micro,” she called. “Come look at this.”


  He returned from the water and stopped Buffalo from nosing the cage. “Wicked!” he said, reaching toward a squirrel head poking through the wires.


  Ted and Belle exchanged eyerolls. “Watch your fingers, son. They bite, and they’re covered with fleas. Gotta dose them with powder from the pet store.”


  Ted took them into a nearby cabin, where he had a pot simmering on a cast-iron cookstove. Placing them at a table, he served that morning’s beaten biscuits with a tasty rabbit stew. She noticed with a smile that Micro abandoned his vegetarian principles to dig in faster than a starving tick. She couldn’t have pried him from the plate with a crowbar.


  Ted poured himself a coffee. “I’m getting picked up tomorrow. Train only runs south three days a week. Got my quota, and I’m taking the wife to Victoria, where her sister lives. She’s been bitching at me for years. Would you believe that it hardly snows there? Damn bulbs come up in February. Close as you get to Florida in this crazy country.”


  Before dusk fell, she and Micro grabbed bars of soap and towels, and headed for the lake, scrubbing off their well-earned sweat on either side of a rocky point. From his kitbag, Ted had managed to find clean shirts for them. Belle didn’t think she’d ever wear that fragrant sweater again. Or maybe she’d frame it.


  The trapper offered them his cabin with twin beds and made sure the stove was set for the night. “Sleep well, explorers. I’ll bunk next door.”


  The next morning, after a breakfast of oatmeal laced with brown sugar and canned milk, Belle was outside with Micro showing him a small velvety mass on a maple tree. “It’s a rare Hebrew moth egg case,” she said, stroking it gently. “In the spring, it’ll hatch. The markings look like letters.”


  Coming up behind them, Ted laughed like a loon and slapped his leg. “Never thought I’d find someone fond of tent caterpillars,” he said, pointing farther up to cottony black masses in the branches and the desiccated remains of an army glued to the trunk.


  “Ick,” she said, wiping her hands. Nature loved to play tricks.


  Around ten o’clock, the conductor of the Budd car, an independent engine unit used in remote areas, was amused as Ted loaded his seventeen-foot aluminum canoe, squirrel cage and packs of pelts into the baggage car, along with Buffalo. Two other people had arrived from a “stroll,” he said with a wry wink as he peeled off a few twenties for their fare.


  In the passenger car, seating two dozen, they made themselves comfortable along with a group of unshaven but jolly canoeists for the hour-long trip to Capreol, north of Sudbury. For those who couldn’t afford a bush-plane flight, this no-frills railroading was a cheap and convenient way of reaching the wilderness. While Belle and Ted sipped from a thermos of coffee, Micro stroked the rabbit pelt that Ted had given him for a souvenir.


  The toy train stopped at the Capreol depot. From the siding they watched a gleaming Via Rail express bound for Vancouver roar by, complete with luxury dining car, bedrooms and bubble-topped viewing car. She wouldn’t have traded a place on it for the quick phone call she made to Hélène, setting a record in speed talking.


  In Ted’s truck, the canoe on top, Buffalo in the cap with the gear, Belle found herself jammed between the “men,” so she made room by resting her arms on the back of the bench seat, knitting together a strange family. “I don’t approve of your killing anything but beaver, Ted, but I owe you more than train fare. Come for dinner the next time you’re in the neighbourhood. Champagne and steaks are on the menu.”


  “I won’t be working out that way. Some sneaky bugger springs my traps.” His craggy face broke into a smile. “Happy to be of service, madame. What goes around comes around.”


  “What do you mean?”


  He made the turn toward Radar Road and set an even eighty klicks across the flat farming area. “When I graduated high school, I tried to kayak the Albany River by myself. Broke up in a Class Five rapids. More nerve than brains. Stumbled into a native fish camp after a week. I lost twenty pounds.”


  They reached Edgewater Road by one o’clock. Belle leaned over and honked the horn the last hundred feet to the DesRosiers’ drive. Hélène rushed out, her face flushed with tears and smiles.


  “Dear Lord,” she said, as Micro ran to her arms. Buffalo and Rusty started sparring over an old soup bone. Stumping down the steps, Ed gave Belle a bear hug which took her breath away. He smelled of bacon. Then she knelt to bury her face in Freya’s familiar fur. “Home again, girl. I think you should put me on a leash.”


  After introducing Ted, they went inside for coffee royales, though the sun wasn’t within a mile of the yardarm. Hélène took her aside in the kitchen as she pulled out the Seagram’s. “Let’s not mention Dave and the whole mess. Micro’s been through enough. This is a celebration.”


  “So as you said on the phone, Bea wasn’t the third victim of a serial killer,” Belle said. “Did they—”


  “He’s in custody. A young handyman who worked for cash, scoping out opportunities. No records or receipts. Then he’d return like he was making a flower delivery. Psychic Paula gave the police the crucial tip about his license plate. They found some of the stolen items at his apartment. Everyone in town’s breathing easy, I can tell you.”


  Belle took one sip of the potent coffee and picked up the phone to dial the police. “I’ve been waiting long, uncomfortable nights to do this.”


  Hélène added with a frown, “If you left your wallet and cards in the van, you’d better call VISA, too.”


  “And I need some...” She doubted that Hélène, a hysterectomy in her past, retained any supplies, but her daughters-in-law often visited.


  Detective Sumner got on the line through a patch, wasting no time. A fortified OPP unit would be assembled at Shining Tree to raid the brewery. Police were issuing all-points bulletins for the men, starting with Dave and Len in town, she told them when she returned to the group.


  Micro was tapping at his computer, catching up on games. She could hear muffled beeps and bangs from his room. Ed and Ted relaxed in conversation in the recliners by the stove. “So you’re a trapper. I was a plumber, but that outdoor life always...”


  After Hélène pulled her famous manicotti out of the oven and poured glasses of knock-three-times black-market wine, Belle was glad to get home to her waterbed. She noticed with a smirk that Dave had left several worried messages on her answering machine, setting up another alibi. She hoped he would soon get an intimate view of Sudbury’s free civic housing.


  EPILOGUE


  Steve relaxed on the blue leather sofa in Belle’s living room, shoes off and his size tens up. Her van had been located in a sidewalk car lot in Montreal and would be on a flatbed coming home tomorrow.


  Between sips of coffee, he gave her chastizing looks beneath his black brows. “Why in the hell did you go alone to that brewery? You should have called 911 first. One of these—”


  “Stop the lecture, Mother. Would they have taken me seriously? How much time would have been wasted? If I hadn’t checked out Aikenhead on that very day, Micro would have been wearing a toe tag instead of moleskin.” She rapped her head. “I felt like such a fool not realizing what he had said on the phone. Guess I listened to my emotions, not my brain.”


  “What’s new? You’re damn lucky Rochette was at Thor Lake. Big strong man saves your butt.”


  “Hey, I had to get there. Two days in the bush living on bannock. Give me credit.” She tossed him a mischievous glance. “What’s the news on the rat pack?”


  He held up his fingers. “There are six of them, and more on the periphery, mostly Len Hewlitt’s friends from Montreal drug gangs. They needed all kinds of expertise for those sweet little greenhouses. Plumbing, wiring and heating specialists, plus dormitory accommodations to be built for the caretakers. That operation was going to be the biggest in Canada. Ten thousand square metres. The returns would have been exponential. Within a year, they would have been doing five million dollars’ worth of business, going international immediately. Charges range from production of a controlled substance, possession and possession for the intent of trafficking.”


  “A thousand a plant sure beats Royal Doulton. I’m thinking of changing my profession.”


  “They were going to use the old rail spur. Buy a few used units. Gives a whole new meaning to the name Budd car.”


  Belle laughed for nearly half a minute, stopping short of wetting her pants. Steve did have a sense of humour, or was this a one-off? “When is the government going to wise up and legalize the stuff? Think of all that hefty tax revenue filling the coffers.”


  “Pot tax for potholes.”


  “Stop it. My stomach hurts from laughing.” Then her eyes saddened at the tragic side of the case. “What about Bea’s murder? Dave didn’t do it himself, but—”


  “Plea bargain is the concept du jour. Hewlitt’s fingered Dave for hiring him to kill Bea.”


  “Len killed Bea? I can’t—”


  “Didn’t have the stomach for it. Gave the dirty job to Allan Ritchie on a subcontract while he waited outside. Drugged the dog first with that famous bone of yours.”


  “Aha. When I tried to tell—”


  “Every now and then a blind squirrel finds an acorn. And the choice part is that Dave got to pay Hewlitt with cheques for his PI work.” He fingered quotes around the last two words.


  “So I wasn’t totally wrong about the man.” She recalled with some strange fondness their evening at the stakeout, that zany music, the jokes and the excitement of discovery. The fact that she had been a total patsy dampened the jolly memories. And pawning off the job didn’t make him more ethical than the actual murderer, just cagier.


  “There’s also a conspiracy charge for the three of them. As for the kidnapping, technicalities are tricky. Dave was Micro’s guardian, so we might be talking child endangerment and certainly abuse. No bail for anyone, and after Dave’s trial, they’ll all be away until the Green Party takes over Parliament. Too bad we don’t have capital punishment.”


  “And don’t forget attempted murder for me, the human pot roast.”


  “Allan Ritchie again, yakking like a parrot now that he can’t feed his crack habit. He parked a van with a car-topper at the public launch and rowed to your place along the lake. Dave told him to scare you off.”


  “Me and my big mouth, telling him about my sauna plans. But scare me? That’s a crock. What if Freya hadn’t run down the road?” She finished her coffee and placed the mug on the glass table, noticing the coat of ever-present light ash, the price of wood heat.


  “Claims he would have called you on some pretext, or gone to your house to invite you to join them. Sorry I blew you off when you told me about the those wedges.”


  “A rare apology. I accept. So was it all about money, then?” She recalled Sister Veronica’s description of Dave’s single-mindedness. Apparently that trait had led him in other directions.


  “Not exactly. Seems Dave had some inspiration from Len’s daughter.”


  “Lillian? Are you saying—”


  “You got it. They’d been having an affair, well before he married Bea. Lady likes to spend money. BMW. Caribbean vacations. In a few years, they would have had enough for several luxury homes where the rich congregate in places a damn sight warmer than this.”


  “But the CNIB? It’s hard to believe that ordinary people with ordinary jobs get involved in murder. And she’s gorgeous.”


  “Are you still that naïve? Tune in Court TV and meet the real world.” He grinned as he patted Freya.


  Belle showed him a postcard of Jacobs Field. “Micro wrote. He’s living in Cleveland with his Uncle Rafe. Can’t wait for baseball season to open. The Indians have better odds of making the playoffs than our Jays.”


  “You must miss him. Sounds like you made a good team, little mother.”


  “Don’t push it. He’ll come back each summer for a couple of weeks to stay with Hélène and Ed. I have a lot more to show him in the woods. And he wants to visit the Ukrainian Seniors’ Home again.”


  “So you and the DesRosiers did get in contact with the Restorative Justice people I suggested. How did that work out?” The group consisted of dedicated lawyers, judges, counsellors and volunteers who sought to build a bridge between criminals and their victims. Though Micro had not been charged with a crime, they had bent the rules to accommodate his case.


  “Micro repaid the removal costs with his savings. Then, until he left for the States, he spent an hour after school reading to the residents or writing letters for them. Had his cheek pinched so many times he looked like a kewpie doll. And he learned to make perogies and cabbage rolls.”


  “He’s a strong kid. Lost his father, sister, then his mother.”


  Belle felt a tiny throb in her chest. “He’s designing my business website long distance, using some fancy Flash program. Virtual house tours. Ain’t technology wonderful?” His rates were more reasonable than those of professional designers. Was she guilty of soliciting child labour?


  After Steve left, she went to the hall closet and retrieved a black plastic box with her mother’s name. She took it outside to the flower beds beside the house on the sunny side where a small patch of earth nestled in the inches of November snow. Setting it down, she pried off the square cap with a shiver, unsure of what to expect. Little finger bones? Melted gold fillings? No, her mother had teeth hard as rocks. She peered in, opening a twist tie around a plastic bag. Nothing but a few pounds of fine, innocent bone meal. Humming “Onward Christian Soldiers,” Terry Palmer’s favourite hymn, she scattered the ashes against the trimmed bases of the climbing roses. The earth was frozen, and it was the wrong time of year, but this gesture was long overdue. She replaced the burlap covers, snugging them around the thorns.


  She stood in satisfaction. “You always wanted to be six feet tall or a rose. Now you can be both.”


  Headed for the garbage box, she stopped and with a gimlet eye, examined the simple container. Cremation was becoming a popular option, and no one she knew was getting any younger. The label would peel off with a little soap and water. She tucked it under her arm and headed back, ahead by a cool fifty dollars.


  BUSHWOMAN BANNOCK


  3 cups flour


  Pinch of salt


  2 tablespoons bacon grease


  1 teaspoon baking powder


  Water as needed


  Cranberries, raspberries, blueberries, anything in season


  Combine all ingredients except berries, and knead well into a stiff batter. Add berries gently and form into patties 1/2 inch thick and heat in a cast-iron pan or seasoned griddle. If you are cooking outside at a fire, the pan can be leaned gently toward the fire, baking the top first.


  
    
      
    
  


  Memories are Murder


  PROLOGUE


  The all-seeing lens of the sun was scorching and the blue sky so merciless that it made him dizzy. As he wiped sweat from his reddening brow, the warble of a swooping raven brought a smile to his face, and scarcely had he turned to follow the graceful wings than a stunning blow sent the world into such clarity that he gasped. There was no pain. Everything sped by like a silent film gone mad. A dizzying fall into the still mirror of the lake, the rush of the water meeting him like a merging twin. Bubbles blossomed from his mouth as he began to sink, his arms broken wings. The last thing he remembered was a tune from his youth. “I saw a man with his head bowed low./ His heart had no place to go./ I looked and I thought to myself with a sigh:/ There but for you...” As the words died in his mind, he blinked through the shadows to the light. And the raven flew on.


  ONE


  Over, under, under, under, over.” Miriam MacDonald ran an inquiring finger down a newspaper page.


  “Are you doing mental knitting or Sudoku?” asked Belle Palmer, as she entered the office and hung her navy trench coat in the closet after shaking off the moisture. Blessed rain—no need to shovel it.


  A frizzy eyebrow rose, matching the Brillo-pad hair on her associate’s greying head. Miriam engaged the wooden foot roller under her desk and gave a satisfied sigh as her baba’s bunion legacy eased. “Remember those stats that called Sudbury the most dangerous place in Canada? How we live three years less than in cities like Vancouver where eighty is the norm? I’m clocking everyone in today’s obits. So far we’re only one down. Old Finns and Italians are tough birds.”


  “What was that marketing ploy you emailed the mayor during his last brainstorming drive to attract business? ‘Move to Sudbury and get to heaven faster?’ ” Belle gave a quick genuflect, and they both laughed in the face of death.


  As they settled in at their desks, Miriam’s phone rang. She shoved aside a box of Timbits to pick it up, angling it between her ear and shoulder. “Palmer Realty. How may I help you?” A pause. “Yes, this is...”


  Abruptly she stood, then braced herself against the desk, left hand on her ample chest as her cheeks went bone white. “In the hospital? How badly hurt? Don’t tell me that Jack might...” Her rapid breathing punctuated the stuttered sentences.


  Belle put down a pile of messages and came to her side. “Jack’s injured? What happened?”


  Miriam waved her off and listened, jotting notes on a pad, nodding and shaking her head. At last she hung up, by now only a slight hand tremor revealing her anxiety. Colour returned to her pleasant, round face, but a crease formed on her forehead, joined by another. Belle’s elder by ten years, Miriam was like a no-nonsense sister who reminds you that your boyfriend eats with his mouth open even though he owns a BMW and has shares in Microsoft. “An accident in the shaft. He was pinned by machinery.” Jack was a heavy-equipment operator at Kidd Creek Mines in Timmins, about two hundred kilometres north. The job was lucrative but dangerous. If not for helping to pay for their daughter Rosanne’s teaching degree, he could have taken early retirement.


  Belle put her hand to her mouth, had felt her heart dance in arrhythmia. “How serious is it?” Jack was a strong and vital man, nearer her age than Miriam’s, quick with a joke and a bottle but quicker to help a friend. Thoughts of paralysis or brain damage trickled icicles down her spine.


  “Just a fractured hip. He got off lucky. But he’ll be out of commission for a few weeks once he leaves the hospital. Tabernac.”


  “That’s a relief.” In a nickel-mining community like Sudbury, Ontario, everyone knew someone who had been injured on the job, the fortunate ones with only a truncated thumb or aching back.


  Spitting out more Frenglish curses, Miriam considered the inbox on her desk, the growing list of calls. Her small fist clenched in decision. “I have to go and help him, Belle. He doesn’t have anyone else.” As the penetrating grey eyes narrowed, quicksilver glittered in the iris. “He’d better not be collecting girlfriends, or the hospital will be his last home when I finish with him.”


  “I’ll bet.” Jack flirted with everything lacking an Adam’s apple but meant no harm—Belle hoped. She still recalled an impulsive kiss aborted by a rifle shot.


  Now that the crisis had eased, panic about the realities of Miriam’s absence took over. Summer was nearly underway, the Victoria Day lilacs ushering in the blackflies along with her clients. Palmer Realty specialized in cottage properties, and no one wanted to buy a camp in the winter, which took up half of Northern Ontario’s year. “What about a retirement home, where he can get meals and some attention short of actual nursing? Timmins is practically a ghost town. Health care is keeping the place afloat.” At Miriam’s shocked expression, she threw up her hands in surrender. “Sorry. Bad idea. He’d go bananas.”


  Miriam and Jack had been divorced for years but recently had been enjoying a renewed romance heated up by long distance. Nagging in the back of Belle’s mind was the possibility that Miriam might move away to join him, an alarming prospect in a two-person business. Jack’s connections might even land his ex-bookkeeper wife a job at Kidd Creek at top salary, not the “unshelled peanuts” Belle paid.


  With the deliberation of a numbers person, Miriam riffled through an address book. Whereas Belle often jumped to hyperactive conclusions, nothing fazed Miriam. Her voice assumed a preternatural calm as the grindings of logic began moving her sharp cerebral cogs. “I wouldn’t leave you stranded. You know that. I have a few people in mind.”


  “Jessie’s still in Israel.” Her venerable friend and the retired secretary of Uncle Harold, who had founded the business, spent many months a year teaching on a kibbutz. Figs and dates falling into her mouth, tropical plants and hot, dry sun.


  While Miriam ummed and ahhed to herself, Belle concluded with a panicky shudder that running the office on her own was out of the question. An answering machine gave a fly-by-night impression, and she’d have to close when she took listings, held open houses, and did the myriad chores Miriam shuffled with the deftness of a keno dealer. The smallest realty office in a town with an historic boom-and-bust mentality, her business skated on the edge of the edge. A couple of bad months in prime time could ruin her, and the downhill side of her forties was no time to train for a new career. She’d rather wrestle bears than go back to teaching Grade Ten English.


  Why was she sitting helplessly, waiting for rescue? Hadn’t Canada’s pioneer author Susanna Moodie advised souls lost in the wilderness to be “up and doing”? Belle grabbed the phone book to search for a temporary help pool. In a minute, she had located three agencies and started pounding numbers. Magna Personnel Resources had a listing no longer in service, Yours Temporarily had been hit with a bout of the flu and three unplanned pregnancies, and Bullworkers provided manual labour but nothing secretarial.


  Hands on her hips, Miriam marched over with an annoyed look as Belle shrugged her shoulders. The older woman snapped the Yellow Pages shut. “Stop that. I told you I wouldn’t leave you in the lurch. Those people aren’t trained in real estate. Probably a bunch of yahoos. I’m sure I have just the person. Her number’s busy, usually is, but I’ll call you tonight. I know she’s in town, because I saw her at Value Village last week.”


  Belle gave a sigh of relief. Value Village, too. Sounded like a sensible person. The used clothing store was no stranger to this loonie stretcher, who had grabbed a pair of Buffalo jeans for five dollars. Balancing optimism with fears, she nodded and tried to assume a grateful expression. Miriam was under serious pressure, and she deserved empathy and encouragement. In her youth, Belle had prized brilliance above all qualities in a friend, silver-tongued devils who cared nothing for feelings; now kindness was nudging into first place. “Jack will be okay. He’s tough. And I don’t want you taking the bus up Highway 144. Use the company car.” She spread her hand in a magnanimous gesture. Miriam leased a pink Jetta, and with her book-cooking accounting skills, had also wrangled a tricky tax-deduction deal for Belle’s Sienna van, complete with business logo, all-wheel-drive and automatic sliding doors.


  Leaving at five, Belle climbed into the van and slid a Statler Brothers CD into the slot. Listening to “The Class of ’57” always made her feel younger. She cast an eye at the mock Victorian home that housed the business on a shady cul-de-sac downtown. Massive cottonwoods were forming fluffy seed pods and mustering their leaves. Starting down the Kingsway, she ran into the only serious traffic in the Nickel Capital. Ninety thousand people lived in the core, though the City of Greater Sudbury served as healthcare and taxation centre, as well as shopping hub for another seventy-five thousand in outlying small towns.


  As she took Falconbridge Road north, she passed through Garson, the bedroom community with the nursing home where her father lived. Tuesday, Tuesday, their lunch day, was coming up. She was getting used to his double language and often used it herself, either an ominous or comical sign.


  Monitoring the landscape in this seasonal transition period, she blinked at the latest offering. At first a distant mist, the leaves were shy debutantes wearing spring-green dresses on the poplar and birch. The maple and oak foliage would be slower to unfurl but hung on stubbornly into the late fall. Approaching the airport, she gave a bemused glance at the venerable orange steam shovel that marked the entrance to a busy gravel pit. It was set up on crushed white stone and lit up at night like a proud icon of industry.


  While operations had closed in Cobalt, Kirkland Lake and other more remote outposts, the gigantic Sudbury deposits, courtesy of a meteor two billion years ago, were revealing deep pockets. The lode of high-grade nickel, gold, silver and platinum ran thirty miles into the earth’s core. The International Nickel Company (INCO) and little brother Falconbridge once had twenty thousand workers. Now the number had fallen below five thousand, but the tons of mined ore rose steadily thanks to modern machinery. Owned by Swiss and Brazilian consortiums, they were a combination powerhouse on the international scene, with the base metal at a twenty-year high.


  Belle collected her mail at the kiosk and turned down Edgewater Road, passing Philosopher’s Pond, a kettle lake left by glaciers, then reached the road to the former Blue Lake mine, now Nickel Rim South. Though the mine had closed in the Fifties, scientific advances were permitting deeper excavation. Nearly four hundred million dollars had been spent on the venture, including a massive complex rising from the crumbled foundations of the old site. But industry came with a price. The project was squeezing both people and wildlife. No longer could she ramble its wide, dozed roads to avoid bears and blackflies in the first weeks of summer. A massive parking lot had been backfilled onto a swamp, and above, a gleaming headframe bestrode the hill like a colossus, fed by an army of marching hydro lines.


  As she drove along the ten-kilometre road skirting the western edge of Lake Wapiti, the rare conjoining of another meteor crater, she became aware of a shape behind her and tensed as a cheeky horn tooted. When she’d built years ago, only a dozen full-timers lived here. Now they numbered forty-five, buying cottage properties, tearing them down, and constructing monster houses even on toenail properties, windows a stone’s throw from the road. She kept her speed at forty, fast enough for the blind turns and hills. Her rearview mirror framed a red Jeep Liberty. On they drove, the Jeep sniffing Belle’s bumper. Though thoroughly annoyed, she searched her mind for a safe pull-off. Why enrage a neighbourhood jerk?


  Time didn’t permit her courtesy. On a wicked stretch over a high culvert with a creek tumbling freshets far below, the Jeep thundered past on the narrow, hard-surfaced road, its gravel and tar crumbling at the edges.


  Belle read the license as the Jeep kicked up a load of dust: HOTTIE. Not likely a last name.


  Another mile ahead, she saw the Jeep parked in a steep drive. She chuckled to imagine how that incline would strike fear under the demands of ice and snow. The house had changed hands three times in the last decade.


  Finally, she pulled into her long driveway, passing her routed sign, “The Parliament of Owls”, displaying the white, beaked Corny and brown, frowning Horny. Slamming the door, she could hear deep-chested barking, the world’s cheapest burglar alarm. Freya, a senior German shepherd, bounded out, ran circles, and left for her ablutions. Ten hours was no problem for her elimination needs; she seemed to sleep the day away in yogic bliss.


  Inside the two-and-a-half storey cedar house, Belle shook out chow, plus a spoon of fibre for the dog, refreshed the water bowl, and headed up to the master suite for a bath. Minutes later, towel-drying her short, red hair, now peppered with grey, she put on comfortable yoga pants and a T-shirt. The wood stove was on simmer, but it warmed the house like a bakery.


  Dinner was a quick linguine puttanesca with black and green olives, a fresh tomato, and tangy Sicilian olive oil, mounded with grated pecorino. Settled in the TV room in a pasha chair with massive ottoman, Belle tuned her television to her only satellite subscription channel, Turner Classic Movies.


  Doris Day and Rock Hudson were starring in Pillow Talk. Remembering his death from HIV/AIDS, she watched the film with an ironic new subtext and an academy-award performance. So many of the screen’s leading men had secret lives. Some, like Charles Laughton, arranged publicity marriages. Raymond Burr made massive donations to children’s charities.


  As the film ended, the gibbous moon began its silvery rise across the back of her yard. No word from Miriam. Should she succumb to nerves and call, or trust her cohort?


  Half an hour later, she was immersed in the wilderness of Rocky Mountain National Park in Nevada Barr’s Hard Truth. If she were to imagine herself an author, Barr, with her brilliant sense of place, would be her model. Then the phone rang.


  “Still up? I knew you’d be fretting. Now you can relax, and I can leave to help Jack. Here’s the answer to our problems.” An old friend of Miriam’s had agreed to sign on for three weeks or longer if necessary.


  “And guess what? She’ll do it for two-thirds of my salary. Am I a ruthless negotiator? Must have learned it from the master.” Miriam knew that her boss loved spinning pennies into loonies and toonies like Rumpelstiltskin at his wooden wheel.


  Despite the windfall, Belle had sudden reservations. She stubbed out her cigarette in the little catcher’s mitt ashtray that remained from the old cottage. “Why so cheap? Does she know the real estate business?”


  Miriam harrumphed in an affronted response. “Of course. A few years ago, she was a secretary at Crown Realty. We took computer courses together at Nickel City College.”


  Crown had gone belly up. Easy conclusions as to the woman’s availability. Why wasn’t she still working locally? “What about updating the website? We need to get those new listings fired up.”


  Miriam made a scoffing sound with her lips. “No worries. She’s a master at Flash, she assured me.”


  Belle let a beat or two pass. “What’s she been doing lately?”


  “Just...got back in town from living down south in Milton. That’s why she’s happy to come on board. Yoyo has family here and needs breathing space to find a full-time permanent job again.”


  Belle finished the last dregs in the scotch glass. “I’m not sure I heard you right. Did you say Yoyo?”


  “Short for Yolanda. Yoyo Hourtovenko. You’ll love her. A laugh a minute.”


  “Lots of laughs? That hardly sounds like a—”


  “Did I mention that she owns a German shepherd?”


  Minutes later, turning out the light with a sigh of relief, Belle drifted into a baby-sweet sleep, prepared to adore Yoyo on sight.


  TWO


  The office was dark when Belle rolled into the yard. Yoyo was to arrive at seven thirty sharp, so this was not auspicious. With a grrr, she entered, nudged the coffee maker into action and sat down to polish ads for the weekend paper, normally Miriam’s job. Barring the silly metaphor of her name, could Yoyo handle it? Not everyone could write good copy, fudge but not fabricate, plump but not lie, juggle the jargon. Doll house. Starter home. Retro kitchen. School nearby. Sharp minds knew what those innocent words really meant.


  As the clock ticked past eight, Belle felt her pulse rising as steadily as a jet on takeoff. She’d give Miriam a call at Jack’s tonight and tell her how unreliable her choice had proved. On to number two, a retired bookkeeper from H&R Block whom Miriam had also mentioned but who wanted full salary plus overtime.


  Running her finger down her problem listings, Belle stopped at 1565 Edgewater Road, the Lavoie place. The unique log home had a high price and would appeal only to an appreciative and very wealthy buyer. Meanwhile, it would stand unoccupied, a dangerous status. If no dream offer appeared by fall, it might be an idea to have a firm like Tel-a-Fern keep an eye on the place, mow the lawn, rake leaves, make it look lived in until the snows rendered access impossible. Maybe next spring would bring them all better luck.


  Then the phone rang. She cleared her throat and gave the usual cheerful answer, surprised at the voice. If she hadn’t known Clifton Webb was dead, she’d have thought Mr. Belvedere had a twin. There was also eerie familiarity in the timbre and cadences, but different, as if an oboe had become a bassoon. “Sorry, but we don’t handle rentals. Have you tried—”


  “I know that, dear lady, but bear with me. Someone told me you deal in cottage properties.” He explained that he had been seconded to the Ministry of Natural Resources on a contract to do elk research. “I’ve been bunking at a motel on Route 69 since March, but it isn’t suitable. A real dive, with motorcycles night and day. Peace and quiet are important to me. If there’s a lakeside property that hasn’t sold for a while, perhaps the owners might appreciate a two-year lease. It could be a win-win situation for all of us.”


  His pregnant pause started one particular wheel turning in Belle’s brain. 1565 Edgewater Road. Ivan was retired, and Maureen, a nurse, had joined Doctors Without Borders in Somalia. They wanted to return to their home but were afraid to leave it unattended for such a long period. Teary-eyed, they’d told her to sell. This might be the perfect compromise. She choked back thoughts of forfeiting a fat commission, but balanced that against losing jolly Maureen as a neighbour. Her New Year’s Eve parties were legendary, especially her turkey on the barbecue.


  “You are in luck. I have the ideal house, not far from mine. Can you meet me this afternoon?” That would give her time to call Maureen in Kismayu, where she was volunteering at a free clinic for women with fistulas. Giving birth at too early an age, they needed only a simple four-hundred-dollar operation to repair the ruptures. Cheap in the western world but beyond their means.


  After she had given him directions and they had hung up, she realized that neither had introduced themselves. At her ineptness, Belle shook her head. Working alone had her rattled as a rainstick. Where was Yoyo? Grumbling, she sifted papers on Miriam’s desk in quest of the name of that retired bookkeeper. With no success, she flipped the Rolodex and located Jack’s name. Surely Miriam would be in Timmins by now.


  Scarcely had she punched in five numbers, than at nine o’clock, the door banged open. In came a bottle blonde with cropped hair, pink-gelled in every direction, a walking strawberry shortcake with a dog leash draped around her neck. A few inches shy of Belle’s five-four, she wore a silver mini-skirt with a wide chain-mail belt and a shimmery blue clinging top that lifted the veil over a bra that manufactured cleavage where no more was needed. A small mound of stomach riding high testified to...impending motherhood? At her side was a magnificent black-and-tan German shepherd with a Canadian flag bandana. Belle’s mouth opened, but words wouldn’t come.


  After scanning the office, the woman stuck out a childlike hand, blazing with custom nail designs of cherub faces. “I’m Yoyo. You must be Belle. Meet Baron. Mimsy set everything up, right? This is a cute little place. Is that my desk over there?” She pointed to Belle’s new fake-cherrywood workstation, a Christmas present to herself against her frugal conscience.


  Only Jack was allowed to call his ex-wife Mimsy. Yoyo must be a very close friend. Belle tried to control her irritation. Yoyo might be the only solution to her personnel crisis. “You are a bit late.” She glanced at the oversized watch on the woman’s plump arm.


  “Baron, down,” Yoyo whispered, and the dog flattened with an oomph, massive head on paws, lively black brows darting. Laid-back must be his middle name. Yoyo tucked the leash into a capacious shoulder bag and met Belle’s eyes with a wary challenge that didn’t match her words. “Sorry, I—”


  “Was there a problem?” Belle needed this woman, but she wasn’t going to roll over and beg. A poor employee was worse than none.


  Yoyo folded her arms, her back straight. “I said I was sorry. It won’t happen again. And I did tell Mimsy that I’d try to get here at seven thirty, but that I needed to find Baron a sitter.”


  “A sitter?”


  “My mom has an apartment in the Flour Mill. They don’t allow dogs. I sneak Baron in and out by the back stairs. One bark could land us on the street.”


  Yoyo’s situation sounded unstable, like trouble ahead. To compound the situation, at ten, Belle was due at a showing. “Yes, yes.”


  “Mom had to get some blood tests. So, is it okay if I—”


  Belle rocked back in the chair. “You’ve already brought him to work. Why not let him stay? We have a kennel in the back room.”


  “For real?” Yoyo’s blue-shadowed eyes widened, then chilled as she searched Belle’s mouth for a smile that didn’t arrive. “You’re making fun of me. Forget it. I’m outta here.” She turned on her sparkly spiked heels. Baron scrabbled up and followed suit. Belle hadn’t even petted him, and he was a handsome beast. His nails were pristine, and his coat evidence of daily brushing.


  “Wait—” Leaping for the door, Belle held up her hands. What was that saying about making lemonade? Why not let the woman show her stuff? A single day would tell. “We’ve had a bad start. Let’s begin again. Miriam said you had realty experience.” She waved the woman to a seat.


  Yoyo sidled into Miriam’s chair, crossed her shapely legs and pooched out her lower lip. “Ten years at Crown. Ninety per cent on the first two real estate courses. Best in my class. I’m gonna be a realtor, just as soon as I take the last course and pay my fee.”


  The easy ticket to wealth, a part-time job, many thought, but 24-7-365 was the reality. The assessment of several thousand dollars to join the hallowed ranks kept amateurs at bay. Belle nodded, blowing out a breath and leaning across Yoyo to punch on Miriam’s computer. She coughed discreetly at a cloying perfume that smelled like cotton candy. “Then you know the ropes. I’ll give you a brief tour and tell you what’s on the schedule.” She pointed to the coffee maker. “Still fairly fresh, comparatively speaking.”


  Grinning, Yoyo pulled a box of chocolate doughnuts from her purse. The dog drooled, and the phone trilled.


  Later that afternoon, Belle drove down Edgewater Road and pulled into a large property bearing one of her business signs. At the entrance to the drive, Maureen had located a six-foot-high boulder, a “pearl”, as rockwall builders termed the valuable commodities. She’d had a wrought-iron sign custom-made and drilled into the rock. “Pebble Beach,” it read, casting artistic ivy shadows when the sun moved to the west. Inheriting the cottage property from her parents, then building a permanent home, Maureen had landscaped the place with a bevy of perennials, rock gardens and woven willow arbours with climbing gourds. A mass of parrot tulips raised expectations for the growing season. Daffodils were nodding in the sunnier areas. If this man...how maddening that they hadn’t exchanged names...liked plants, he’d fall in love with the yard. Lilacs, white and mauve, were in glorious array, as were the pin cherry trees and a flowering crab. Their redolence filled the air, and each breeze off the water scattered papery petals onto the ground like wedding confetti.


  The same balmy weather that coaxed that picture had also brought a curtain of bugs. The bloody slaughter on her van’s windshield was clear evidence. Belle retrieved a bottle of spray and a roll of paper towels to clear the massacre. Then she sat awkwardly in a slanted Muskoka chair on the covered porch, swatting now and then at a delta-winged fly that tried to burrow into her hair. Each winged destroyer had its signal features. And even the smallest, the no-see-ems, could creep through a large tent screen and leave exposed flesh burning like an iron had scorched it.


  She heard the crunch of gravel. Into the driveway came a GMC 2500 Sierra 4x4. A tall man with ash blond hair got out. He wore sensible khaki work clothes and a red plaid light-wool shirt. She stood as he approached, noticing his trim Van Dyke beard. He polished his glasses with a white handkerchief, a nicety she hadn’t seen in decades. Something in his cerulean-blue eyes summoned distant memories and left her speechless. Her mouth was opening, gaping, in fact.


  “Ms Palmer, or am I presuming? Sorry, I didn’t get your name. Things were happening rather fast, and I was excited about finding a house. I’m...” Then as he put on his glasses, he stopped, and the handkerchief fell to the ground like a forfeit in a medieval joust.


  “Gary Myers.” Her boyfriend from Scarborough Collegiate Institute in Toronto, or at least for the three months leading up to the senior semi-formal. At eighteen, he’d been much heavier, called Blubs by cruel peers, and yet his gifts had drawn her to his shining light. In the years since graduation, he’d been a cypher, a vanished man.


  Gary had been the valedictorian with special medals in biology and zoology. More than that, he’d been a talented actor and a sparkling tenor. Goaded on by mutual friends, they’d started dating during Brigadoon, Gary as Tommy Albright and Belle playing trumpet in the orchestra. How she’d gritted her teeth when he’d kissed the female lead, some blonde Swedish sophomore headed for Julliard. He also announced for the football games, sitting high in the box while Belle marched with the band.


  And another oddity. Though they’d dated fourteen times, as tolled in her diary, he hadn’t kissed her until date ten, when she’d summoned the annoyance and gumption to ask him. It had been a well-timed but perfunctory performance. She’d felt humiliated, despite the delightful experience of brushing his soft lips and smooth cheek. After that, he’d grasped the idea that a formal farewell was mandatory. How naïve had he been? Was it her fault? She brushed her teeth three times a day, swilled mouthwash, and had to fend off other comers with a handy knee.


  He cleared his throat, offering his hand, strong and weathered. “Belle. It’s been a long time. I’ve never believed in coincidences, but I’ve changed my mind.”


  The warm contact moved her, a deliciously uneasy feeling spreading from the pit of her stomach. “Despite the territory, the North can be a small place when it comes to people.” She tried not to stare, but it was impossible. Whatever diet or metabolic reversal, he was now tall and lean. The clumsy black horn-rimmed glasses had vanished for trendy titanium models. He drew his fingers through a hank of silky hair, an endearing gesture she recalled with a pang. In high school, conversation had been difficult, fraught with teenage angst, double dates the salvation. Now perhaps they could communicate as adults. What kind of man had he become?


  A smile grew on his face, coaxing familiar dimples. He cocked his head at her and firmed his lips as though trying to make a decision. “I do owe you an apology, long overdue. Things were...not as they seemed.”


  What did he mean? A hot flash moved from her neck to her forehead, and she feared that she looked like a cartoon. She stammered his last few words. He always had made her nervous, and the feeling had been mutual. She’d completely lost her appetite every time they’d sat together for a meal, had toyed with her food like an anorexic. He had lost the conversational flair he’d had with an audience. “Long overdue. You mean when we were, when we...”


  Suddenly the curtain lifted. Hindsight had the clarity of a crystal blue morning at minus twenty-five Celsius, the birches eight miles across the lake as sharp as an Ansel Adams photograph. Belle nodded, then cleared her throat. “How long have you...I mean when did you...”


  “Forever. Don’t let anyone tell you differently. Cub scouts.” He waved his hand. “Not that anything was happening at the time, but thinking back, I knew. Then there was Mr. Kluckhohn.”


  “Our Grade Seven geography teacher? Don’t tell me he—”


  “A sad old man, weeks from retirement. I told him I wasn’t interested in his dirty pictures. Then I played the waiting game until university. It seemed safest, especially with HIV/AIDS on the horizon. I owe you one, Belle. It wasn’t easy in the late Seventies. You helped me maintain a semblance of normalcy.”


  She took a deep breath, laughed in spite of herself. “Are you saying that I was your...what do you call it...beard?”


  “Peer pressure is very powerful at that age. I couldn’t take Richard Ralston to the grad dance, after all.”


  “The salutatorian? Whose father was an Anglican minister?” She took him up to the porch, digesting the information that was constructing a parallel universe.


  They sat for over an hour, filling each other in on their careers. At long last, honesty and a mutual sense of humour made them fast friends. “So when a kid told me to kiss his ass, I walked out of that school in Etobicoke before Christmas and came up here to take a job at my Uncle Harold’s business,” Belle said. “That was over twenty years ago. Since he died, I’ve been running it myself.”


  “Do you still play the trumpet?”


  “Last time I tried to put on lipstick, and don’t ask why, I couldn’t find my upper lip. Anyway, I’m much too lazy to keep up my embouchure by practising.” She wiggled the fingers on her right hand. “The muscle memory’s still there. Guess I could play the fight song.”


  Together they sang, pumping their arms. “Fight on, SCI. Everybody’s rooting for you. Crash right through that line...” Then they dissolved into laughter.


  Gary had a doctorate in zoology from McGill and was a full professor at Brock University. Field work, not the classroom, kept him in love with the job. “Obviously, there aren’t any elk down south. It’s exciting that Nickel City College and Shield University have been involved in restoring the species to this area.”


  With a brief tour, looking out each window in approval across the eight-by-eight-mile lake, he agreed to take the house without persuasion at a thousand a month. “The Lavoies will be pleased,” she said, explaining how to handle the utility bills. Sweet Maureen was cutting her in for ten per cent of the rent.


  As Belle climbed into bed that night, she wondered if she’d done the right thing by asking Gary to dinner. Where was this new relationship going? Heady stuff, but would it only confuse them both?


  THREE


  Arriving the next evening for dinner, Gary presented her with a book. “I remembered you loved films. Didn’t your dad take us to that screening room once? I wish my father had been a film booker,” he said with a nuance of a smile on his expressive lips. A slight gap between his two front teeth had added a very human feature to the little idol she’d raised.


  She looked at the cover, recognizing Buddy Rogers and Richard Arlen in a pensive but provocative pose in the 1927 Wings. According to the blurb, this “acclaimed history of homosexuals in film” documented over three hundred movies spanning eighty years. She leafed through it. “Wow. Edward Everett Horton as the poet-reporter in The Front Page. Bert Lahr as the cowardly lion? Are they serious? And all the way back to the silents, even before the Hays Office regulations. Incredible.”


  Freya showed much interest in the new arrival, and the feeling was mutual, as Gary scratched her ears. Somehow Belle wondered if he was measuring the dog’s head for the boil pot, as he’d done before, assembling squirrel and raccoon skeletons in high school. They’d met as partners in biology, when they’d had to dissect a crawfish.


  “Moose, deer and bear, sure, but I’ve never seen an elk,” she said as they forked into one of her no-fail casseroles, made with lean ground beef, macaroni, tomato soup, red peppers and cheddar. Mâché salad with homemade blue cheese dressing rounded out the menu, along with blackberries topped with sweetened mascarpone.


  Gary pointed out the window, where a party barge was making for home, chugging along with its pontoons parting the rising waves. Raindrops had begun splashing the panes. “Lake Wapiti, isn’t it? ‘Wapiti’ is the native name for elk. Another coincidence.” As he blotted his mouth with the linen serviette, he told her that the elk (Cervus elaphus) were native to Ontario, but extirpated by the late 1800s due to hunting and loss of habitat. The Thirties and Forties had seen efforts to restore them, but the unfounded theory that they were passing liver flukes to cattle had initiated a hunt that decimated the fragile herd.


  “What do they eat? Do they compete with moose?” The extra glasses of the Sicilian nero red that was a bargain at ten dollars were winging her into a time warp with this ghost from her past. A generation had been born and raised to adulthood since last they’d met. If they’d had a child together...The spectre brought visions of prodigies, not that she’d been interested in motherhood. It would have been handy to have a teenager to shovel snow. She smiled to herself as he plunged on with his lecture. Her toes were tingling, or was it her imagination? She put down the glass and thought about coffee. Strong coffee.


  “Not exactly. They’re both grazers and browsers, but when the going gets tough in winter, moose head for dense coniferous stands and feed on balsam fir and eastern hemlock. Elk prefer cedar habitat along shorelines, pawing up buried grasses in early winter. A perfect compromise. Nature has a way of sorting things out, if we’d just let it.”


  Their own story in fewer than twenty-five words. “I’ve heard moose in mating season. Do elk sound similar?”


  He arranged his lithe fingers, tossed his head back, and gave a fair imitation of a “bugle,” which caused Freya to rise and come to his aid. Laughing, he ruffled her fur and accepted a kiss.


  “Very different from the birch-bark-cone moose call.” She poured the rest of the wine into his glass, sad to see it go, but glad that she wouldn’t be running her mouth without inhibition. She was beginning to remember the feelings she had entertained for this man. Far more powerful than muscle memory. “What exactly is your project?”


  “I’m based around the old Burwash area. Bump Lake. Sometimes I take the canoe into the more remote lakes. Cow/calf survival is my focus this time around.” He had also published monographs on parasitology and foraging trajectories.


  With cottages her speciality and over a thousand lakes in the region, Belle was familiar with every puddle and pond. Yet some areas were less habitable than others. “Burwash? Isn’t that where a prison used to be? Or a correctional facility, whatever they’re called?”


  “So I hear. Nothing’s left of the town. The jail’s just a shell, not that I went near it.”


  “When did these elk arrive?”


  “We did a pilot release here in 1998, and a few years later for a total of one hundred and seventy-two animals. A couple of hundred more in Bancroft, Lake of the Woods, and the Lake Huron North Shore. Moderate success, about four hundred and fifty in Ontario at last count. Ecotourism based on elk is a great possibility, too.”


  “Where do the animals come from?”


  He drained his glass with an approving smile. “Elk Island National Park near Edmonton. They have a rigorous disease-management program, and their reproduction rate is solid.”


  Belle stifled a laugh. “The Sudbury Star ran a story about those vaginal transmitters for pregnant cows. Ouch.”


  He tipped back in his chair with an embarrassed look. “They were supposed to help us track newborns, but the idea flopped. Small wonder.”


  Then he glanced at his watch with a sigh. A serious expression came over his face, and he smoothed his goatee. “Something else you should know. You’ll meet Mutt later this week.”


  “Do you have a dog, too? No problem, as long as it doesn’t dig in the gardens or scratch that pristine wood floor. Maybe we can hit the trails together. Freya can use the socializing.”


  “My...” He paused and gave her a wink. Laugh-lines around his eyes made him a man of self-confidence, far different from the serious boy with a secret. “...partner.”


  She should have known that he was no monk. Unlike her, he had a sex life. Being jealous of his soulmate seemed beyond silliness. “So he’s coming up? Tell me more about Mutt. That can’t be his real name.”


  “Malcolm Malloy. He’s a murder-mystery author. Writes a series about Lucy Doyle, one of Canada’s first female reporters. His books are set in Toronto in the Twenties.”


  “I’d love to read them, but I’m still focussed on the mutt part.”


  Gary laughed, deep and rich, with a spirit she’d never heard in the old days. “Mutt likes surprises. How about an open invitation for martinis? Bombay Sapphire suit you? Like them dirty? That’s with a tablespoon of olive juice.”


  Would she have dreamed all those years ago that they’d be up in Sudbury having a conversation about elks and cocktails? It was comical. It was wonderful. With the final sigh she’d ever give about the colour of his eyes, Belle said, “Smashing.”


  Later that night, she pulled a worn, cracked-leather five-year diary from her bookcase. She’d kept one from the age of ten until she’d left university. A spyhole into the teenager she’d been. When was their first date? Once she’d memorized them like holy days. She leafed back through the middle entries for senior year, then stopped and smiled at the lurid lavender ink she’d chosen when she’d learned about Mary Astor’s purple diary covering her affair with John Barrymore. March 6th. “HE ASKED ME OUT, SUGAR!” Then the writing got small and blurry. She grabbed her reading glasses: “In Eng, came up + bent down, saying, ‘May I see you after class?’ Then after, he said, ‘I hope you’re not busy Fri. Would you like to see a show?’ WOULD I! I’d see a cremation with him. Doubling with Janet and John.” Who were they? She couldn’t remember their last names. And since when did she ever say “sugar”? She sounded like a deep-fried Southern...belle.


  Later that week, she fielded a call at the office.


  So far, Yoyo was working out well, except for her clothes and the occasional grammar error. She’d taken the coughing hint about the perfume, but Belle wondered how to broach the subject of those scooping necklines and clinging tops. Hot and humid summer weather would make the problem worse. Between the shrink-wrapped skirts and the décolletage lay mere inches. The spike heels beckoned and promised minimal flight. Nothing had changed since Betty Grable’s pin-up poster to raise GI morale, among other things.


  A hesitant male voice said, “My name is...Malcolm Malloy. I’m trying to reach Gary Myers. Your card was on the table, so I hoped that you might know where he is.”


  Belle shifted out of realtor mode as she introduced herself, wondering what this man might look like. How old was he? “Not since Monday, when I arranged for the house rental.”


  A worried sigh came over the line. “I just drove in from Hamilton. Found the key under a rock by the door like he told me. A note on the fridge said he’d be back from field camp by ten.”


  “Did you try his cell phone?”


  Malcolm, or rather Mutt, gave a snort. “He always forgets to top up. Don’t know why he doesn’t get a regular plan. Just cheap, I guess.”


  “Runs in my blood, too.” A dose of Northern hospitality was in order. “I’m sure he’s delayed. It is a couple of hours to Burwash. Cottage country traffic gets wicked on Fridays.” She didn’t mention that the infamous route was a killer highway with enough rock cuts to demolish two hockey teams per year. Her van sported a bumper sticker reading “Four-Lane 69”. “You probably know that Gary and I were friends in high school.”


  “Oh, that Belle Palmer.”


  Suddenly she felt vulnerable. What had Gary said about her? Mocked their relationship? She remained silent, chewing her lip. Meeting Mutt now didn’t seem like such a good idea.


  “He said that you were the smartest girl in your class. Had him tongue-tied on every date.” Mutt gave a hearty laugh. “You literally made him sweat.”


  She had waged quite a campaign. Staked out his house, followed him to the show, collected grade-school pictures from his collaborating friends. She even knew his locker combination and took an occasional peek. Now they’d call it stalking. Belle joined in the spirit, reading the unspoken undercurrent. “Guess I was a handful.”


  Yoyo returned from Muirhead’s with a bag of stationery supplies and gave her a wave.


  “I’m leaving early today to meet a client on the way home. How about taking a walk with me around four? I’ll point out all the good trails. If Gary’s back, all the better.” As she told him where she lived, she had second thoughts. Gary was the nature lover. Perhaps Mutt didn’t care for hiking.


  Late that afternoon, Freya set up a roo-roo that heralded someone in the drive. A knock sounded at her door. When Belle opened it, elbowing the dog aside, she saw the vision of Laurence Olivier as Heathcliff, high brow, sculpted lips, flashing raven hair. His chinos and striped rugby shirt were neatly pressed, and his white sneakers immaculate. So “Mutt” was a joke, like a heavy person called Tiny.


  “No car?”


  “I just walked down. Got to stretch out after that drive.”


  “And Gary’s not back?”


  Shaking his head, he turned to stare at the glorious wraparound deck over the walkout basement, one side jutting forward in a tongue, two sets of stairs with platforms. “I like your Escher effect. What a view—180 degrees.”


  The lake was glassy, and they both swiped at their necks. “Wind’s down. Bad news in early June.” She explained that the freshly hatched blackfly swarm was too ravenous on the trails back of the house. “They were kissing me last week, but by now they’ve learned their survival lessons and are going for the jugular.”


  Belle flipped down the third row of seats to make room for Freya in the back of the van. Then they drove down Edgewater Road, headed north and pulled off on Station Road. In the bush were the remains of an abandoned mile of the old asphalt highway to Skead. It had served as an unofficial drag strip, with spray-painted starts and stops, but now the poplar and birch saplings encroached on the sides. “It’s less dense here,” she said. “We can hook onto a bush road and do a loop.”


  From her pocket, she pulled a bottle of industrial-strength bug dope. God only knew its long-range neurological effects, but nothing else worked. “This oily junk melts plastic. I hate it,” she said.


  “My parents have a cottage near Bracebridge, so I’ve been through the drill. It’s a Canadian ritual. Don’t leave home without it.” He took a squirt, rubbed his hands together and patted his face as if applying aftershave.


  “I’ll take the risk for now,” she said, tucking it away in her pocket.


  On the scrubby trees that lined the road, miniature leaves were emerging. Mutt admired a bush with a delicate set of red seed keys dangling like a necklace.


  “Swamp maple,” Belle said. “One of five species in the area.” She pointed out a birch conk, then a yellow shelf fungus. “Chicken of the woods. Supposed to be quite choice.”


  “Reminds me of shiitake. Have you ever tried it?”


  “Some of my Italian friends comb the woods for mushrooms. Familiar though I am with many types, I don’t have the nerve to risk a wrong choice.” Sounded like much of her life.


  Streaks of golden and green moss were making inroads on the old highway. They stopped to tune their ears to the location of a hairy woodpecker tapping for dinner. “So how long will you be here, Mutt?” she asked, feeling his odd name growing more familiar.


  “The whole summer. I’m a writer, if Gary hasn’t told you. Been having a bit of a block with the third book. It’s common enough. A change of scene seemed perfect for a kick-start.” With his clean-shaven baby face, he looked barely twenty, though she’d never ask. A gentle tracery around his hazel eyes bumped her estimate to thirty-plus. Gary wasn’t a cradle robber, but she preferred companions her age. Who wanted a blank stare after mentioning a favourite musical group or pivotal historical event? Then again, with her classic film addiction, she should date octogenarians who remembered Joan Crawford as a jazz baby, not Baby Jane’s sister.


  Freya bounded ahead, flushing a grouse from the grassy borders. The bird’s nearby mate followed to the safety of a stunted oak. Scrabbling on the asphalt trimmed the dog’s nails, a chore saved. Then they rounded a corner. “Watch the glass!” Mutt yelled.


  Belle grabbed the dog’s chain collar and steered her around a shattered windowpane. At the side of the road was a huge, fresh mound of construction material. Someone had been renovating and was too lazy and cheap to visit the town dump, even for a nominal fee. As Mutt watched, her keen eye tallied the totals. One truckload. Ripped up carpet, ten paint cans, guts of an old washing machine, scrap wood panelling, leftover pink fibreglass insulation floating on the breeze, and on top, a carton for a fifty-inch TV. For good measure, six bald tires lay in a ziggurat framed by an army of soft drink bottles. Green packing peanuts littered the landscape like toxic snow. The man who whispered “plastics” in Dustin Hoffman’s ear in The Graduate was a seer. The world was drowning in its own garbage. An island miles long had formed in the ocean. “Damn. This has me seeing red. Why do people have to foul their own nest?” she asked, pounding her fist into her palm.


  “It’s disgusting, but what can you do about it? Check for tire treads?” He put his hands on his hips and bent over, Sherlock-style.


  She waded into the field of scratchy blueberry bushes and leathery Labrador tea. “The smell’s not bad. Let me peek into those nice black garbage bags.”


  He shuddered. “Be careful. There could be nails, or even needles.”


  “Medical waste? This isn’t downtown Vancouver.”


  With delicate hands, she opened the bag and began sorting the trash, while Mutt watched her with a grimace on his face. At last she found a grocery store receipt from Garson. “A-ha. Last week. That’s why it’s so fresh.”


  Mutt looked at the list. “Likes turkey, chocolate milk, Cheetos?”


  Belle waved a debit card receipt. “Pure gold. I’m going to call this in to CrimeStoppers. Maybe they can trace the number.”


  As they headed for the van, she added, “This hasn’t given you a very good impression. When the heat starts up in late June, the bugs will level off. Then I’ll show both of you some great places.” Mutt laughed as she dug a blackfly out of her ear, wiping the red smear on one sleeve.


  “Down south we take visitors to restaurants, art museums, plays. I suspect here it’s a favourite swamp.”


  “You got it, city boy. I have one for every occasion.” She was beginning to like him. Her road needed its batteries recharged with new faces.


  Near morning, Belle was dreaming of her last date with Gary. He had arrived in a white tux, wearing a carnation dyed to match her lace-and-satin Alice-blue dress with a strapless bodice and a hem just above the knees. An expert seamstress, her mother Terry had kept the extra cloth pressed in a drawer until the day she’d died. Gary presented the customary orchid corsage and pinned it to her with surprising dexterity, almost as if he had been practising. As he bent closer, she could smell the citrus of his 4711 aftershave. They walked down the stairs to his father’s black Reliant, where another couple waited, laughing in the back seat. Then a phone rang. And rang. Why didn’t someone answer their cell? She began to paw through the layers of sleep, remembering that even the car phone hadn’t been common then. Sitting up in a fog, Belle craned her neck to peer at the green digital display. 4:35. She growled an answer into the receiver. A wrong number, or a crisis with her father?


  “It’s Mutt. I didn’t know...who else to call. Gary’s dead.”


  FOUR


  Belle brushed the corners of her eyes, still groggy and barely coherent, preferring childhood memories to an ugly reality. “What are you talking about? An auto accident?”


  His voice fell to a whisper, and she turned up the volume on the handset. “No. The OPP called here.”


  “I thought you said it wasn’t an accident.” The Ontario Provincial Police had jurisdiction over traffic outside of the Region of Greater Sudbury.


  He cleared his throat, then resumed, strain apparent in the deliberate way he marshalled information. “It happened yesterday afternoon, probably about the same time we were talking. An air-ambulance helicopter was taking a kid to Toronto, flying over Bump Lake. Gary had an informal base camp there. A cooler. A little tent. Sleeping bag if he needed to stay over. They saw his canoe floating free and dropped for a closer look, then called it in. Thank God the boat was red, or it might have been hidden in the reeds. His...body wasn’t far away. The OPP found his wallet and university information. It took a while to track down his chairman. He gave them the new number, and they called to see if anyone else was at the address.”


  These procedural details didn’t interest her. “I’m not clear on what happened. His canoe was adrift in a quiet lake? How did he drown?”


  A bitter bark of a laugh surprised her. “It’s a cliché, isn’t it? Guy stands up in a boat to take a leak, overbalances, hits his head and farewell. Gary was a hell of a good swimmer, for all that mattered. We used to hit the pool at the gym every week. Olympic size. He could do laps until the place closed.”


  “Was he wearing a life jacket?” she asked, knowing the answer. Few canoeists bothered with the bulky creatures unless they were travelling in white water or with children.


  “Are you kidding? He told me that Bump Lake’s about as dangerous as a bathtub.”


  So fast in and out of her life after so many years of absence. Was there a message here? “Is there anything I can do? What arrangements do you have to make? Where is he, uh, the—” Somehow she couldn’t imagine Gary as an it, a collection of periodic-table elements worth four dollars with inflation.


  “I’m supposed to go in for the identification. The medical examiner, some doctor on rotation, will take a look at him. Then cremation, I guess. We never talked about our own plans, but for sure he hated funerals. Until the recent drug cocktails, nearly every month a friend of ours was dying of HIV/AIDS. I’ll take the ashes to one of our favourite spots on Lake Ontario, or maybe the Botanical Park in Hamilton. He loved that place.” At that, his voice broke, and she could hear quiet sobs.


  “I’m so sorry about Gary. Keep me posted, Mutt.” Not long ago, she had placed her mother’s long-husbanded ashes around the rose bushes. It would be a banner year for blossoms.


  Now wide awake, Belle left Freya sleeping on her sheepskin and went downstairs to boost the coffee maker, timed for 5:45. What was that old medieval verse from her lit survey? “Timor mortis conturbat me”? The fear of death confounds me. Gary’s last breath had stopped long before Miriam’s designated eighty years for a Canadian male. It was hardly fair, but she should be learning a lesson.


  Taking her steaming mug to the living room, she sat in the blue velvet recliner and watched the apricot glimmers of dawn set fire to the leaden sky. A small compensation for rising early. To the northwest at the Wapiti Indian reserve, the same early flicker greeted her as it had done for years, neighbours yet strangers. Like Gary and her. Scarcely had their friendship ignited than it had guttered like a surfeited candle.


  Dressing hastily in cream pants, loafers and a blue cotton sweater, she headed for the van. As she took off down the road, she saw a Prius in the Lavoie driveway. Mutt’s? She hoped he was getting some well-deserved sleep, perhaps only out of exhaustion. The first two months’ rent was paid. Would he be staying for the summer, or was that a grotesque idea?


  At seven, she parked in the office lot and walked to the nearby Tim Hortons. She ordered a large coffee along with a ham-and-cheese scone, a filling bargain at less than two dollars. More customers swelled the lines, retirees prepared to nurse a cup for an hour, gossiping with chums, or working folk who blew by in minutes. “Help who’s next?” one of the counter staff asked, an efficient question which put polite Canadians on their honour not to jump the queue.


  “You’re up early,” said a voice in a grey coat. Bearing his own cup plus a virtuous bran muffin without butter, Steve Davis parked his six-six frame in the opposite seat. They’d met when he’d been a young cop moonlighting on security work for Uncle Harold. Now he was a senior detective. The long-abandoned blue uniform had done more for his smooth bronze complexion and jet-black hair, courtesy of an Ojibwa background with a dram of Scot added a century ago.


  “Someone died unexpectedly. Guess I wanted to get to work and stop thinking about it.” She explained the accident, wasting few words. Details were unknown at this point. She attempted a stoic shrug but felt her shoulders sag.


  “Happens.” He leaned back in his seat and fixed his dark pupils on her as one expressive eyebrow rose in a question. At his temples, grey was making inroads as fast as it was leavening her red hair. “An old boyfriend of yours, you say? Never heard you mention him.”


  Belle gave a wry laugh. As she shared the sorrow with her good friend, the irony of the little saga made grief secondary to reflection. “He wasn’t one of my success stories. Now I understand why. All that time out of my life and thoughts, and then he reappeared as a reinvented person. But one that I liked much better.” She explained her new perspective.


  He spread his large hands, strong but gentle enough to cuddle his young daughter Heather, half-Italian and half-Cree, adopted a few years ago. “Hey, I’m with wise old Pierre. What any adult does with another in a bedroom isn’t the state’s concern. And as for the new marriage laws, who cares? Move on, world.”


  Belle stirred her coffee and finished the scone, the buttered fragments dry in her mouth. She wasn’t solid enough this morning to ask him about Janet and their shaky marriage. Floundering on shoals on a monthly basis, it righted itself like an old galleon and sailed off. But a crease etched itself into his broad forehead. She met his eyes and let silence lead him.


  “I might as well tell you. Now that Heather’s nearly seven, Janet wants to adopt again to give her a sibling. We had some good luck with that agency in the Sault, so we’ll see.”


  “How do you feel about that?” Safe enough question.


  “Heather’s been a miracle. Should we hope for two?” He sloughed off the concern with masculine brio. “The dynamics don’t bother me. We might need a larger house, though. I’ll let you know. Of course, I expect a discount.”


  Normally, the prospect of a sale cheered her, so she forced a smile at one corner of her mouth, wondering if he was joking about the commission. “Anything for the trade, Steve.” Then, seeing that she still had a few minutes, she explained about Jack’s accident. “You wouldn’t believe my temporary secretary. Yoyo Hourtovenko. I’m not making up the name.”


  “Uh-hum.” His strong jaw curved as he took a swig of coffee. “So Yoyo’s out.”


  Belle digested the three words. Out. Was he confusing the situation with Gary’s sexuality? “What do you mean?”


  “I’m surprised you took her on. Or maybe not. Let me guess. Got her cheap, right?”


  Belle spluttered, as too large a sip of coffee made her windpipe ache. “Well, I...” What was he implying?


  “Yolanda was sent to the Vanier Pen in Milton for forging checks to feed her gambling addiction.”


  Belle stood up, knocking her paper cup and spilling a pool onto the table. She grabbed a serviette from the overstuffed chrome dispenser, pulling out a half-dozen to her embarrassment. “Gambling? You mean the slots? Sudbury Downs?” A sudden frisson of fear charged through her body, and her knees grew weak. Yesterday she’d given Yoyo the company chequebook and told her to pay the utility bills and the bi-yearly taxes. How could Miriam have done this to her, and what was the plan now?


  “Slots, horses, blackjack, the lady’s into everything.”


  She arrived at the office in marathon time, jayjogging across Paris Street. Yoyo’s blue Ford Probe was in the lot, a rusty hole in one door, the trunk bearing wrinkles of an ancient accident and red cellophane mending the taillight. As Belle slammed through the door, Yoyo looked up from her computer. To Belle’s horror, the outlines of a card game appeared on the screen. Gambling on the Internet? People lost their houses that way. For a moment she froze and rubbed her temple as Yoyo smiled and pushed forward a small plastic bag. On a boom box at her feet, a frantic song was playing.


  “You’re later than usual today. Isn’t this humidity awful? I brought you some of my homemade dog bikkies. Baron’s favourite.” She opened the bag and proudly held up a brown heart-shaped cookie.


  “We need to talk. What’s on your screen? And what’s that music?”


  Yoyo turned it down to sotto voce and smacked a wad of gum. Spearmint tickled Belle’s nose like a mocking retort. “Putamayo. Cape Verde songs. That’s near Africa. They cheer me up. What groups do you—”


  Belle waved her hand as if brushing a swarm of flies. “Never mind. I know all about your gambling habit. A friend of mine told...”


  At that moment, into the office came a couple in their early fifties. Belle and Yoyo exchanged glances. “Are you open? We saw someone come in,” the man said.


  “Welcome.” Belle ushered them to her side of the room and seated them in comfortable chairs, offering coffee. She leaned forward on her desk and gave a penetrating stare as Yoyo clicked off and began sorting mail.


  Belle took the information from the Suvaks, who wanted to sell their Mallard’s Landing house to move into a smaller place now that the last teenager had left for college. While they were filling out forms, she noticed Yoyo rise to greet a man dressed in an Armani suit and silk tie. With his brown hair slicked back New York-style, he seemed quite interested in her anatomy.


  “I’ll be with you momentarily,” Belle called, acknowledging his presence with a wave.


  “No problem, Ms Palmer.” Yoyo grabbed a binder of listings. “Follow me, sir. It’s way more comfortable in the back.”


  The small office was getting crowded, but entertaining customers in the rear? Belle ground her molars as she jotted prospects for the Suvaks. When she finished and saw the couple out, she found Yoyo and her client sipping Perrier in the lounge, knee to knee on the couch. The binder was open to one of Belle’s most problematical properties, the Adams horror. No road access. One had to park then climb up and over a rock outcrop the size of a whale.


  The man rose and shook hands. “Yoyo told me about this fabulous camp on Digger Lake. I’m very interested. Can we go out this Friday, say around four?”


  When he left, she followed Yoyo back to her desk. The woman was smiling like the Mona Lisa on Prozac. “That was good. How did you sell him on the camp?”


  “The trout stream over the hill. He loves fishing. My granddad used to go to Digger all the time.”


  “This isn’t a reprieve. We need to resume our talk. The subject is your gambling, common knowledge to everyone in town except for one.” She stabbed at her chest with an index finger.


  Yoyo’s chin quivered. “I did my time. And I’m on medication. Compulsive gambling is a disease. You wouldn’t fire someone with—”


  Belle put up a hand in protest. “If the meds are working, what were those cards I saw?”


  Yoyo hit a few keys. “Solitaire. Comes with Windows. Totally innocent.” She put a hand on her belly, which reminded Belle of the elephant in the corner.


  “And that’s another problem. How...pregnant are you? Forgive my asking.” Pregnant is pregnant. Why did she phrase it that way?


  “Only five months. Long time to go.” She blinked, and Belle could swear that her soft, round eyes were filling. “Please, I need this job. My mother’s—”


  “Consider yourself on probation, and not because I’m soft. It would be too difficult to replace you for such a short period. And about that medication. Are you sure it’s safe for—”


  Yoyo nodded. “Not to worry. It’s only St. John’s Wort.”


  With Gary’s death and this revelation about Yoyo, Belle had forgotten about reporting the Skead dumpsite. She dialled CrimeStoppers and to her consternation was routed to Toronto. How efficient was it to describe a bush road to someone four hundred kilometres away who would boomerang the information back to the Sudbury police? “Can you find out anything from the debit slip?” she asked.


  “I only record the case, ma’am.” The dispatcher also suggested that she take pictures of the site if possible.


  Early the next morning, Belle finally reached Miriam at Jack’s apartment. Apparently he was leaving the hospital tomorrow. “Cantankerous as ever. That’s my boy. So how’s Yoyo working out? A gem or what? Didn’t I tell you—”


  “About her gambling addiction?” Belle repeated what Steve had told her.


  A worrisome silence made her squirm. Had she gone too far? Miriam’s voice sounded hurt. “It must be a strain being as perfect as you are. Most of us make a mistake now and then. Like human beings, you see? She paid back every cent. Yoyo was one of those rare birds who actually made a profit.”


  “And you omitted the fact that she’s pregnant.”


  Miriam cleared her throat. “Plenty of time before she’s due. Have a heart for a fellow female. She’s walked a tough road lately.”


  “What’s tough about getting pregnant? I hear it only involves lying down.”


  “Miss Cynical, listen. A year ago, Yoyo fell in love with her social worker at Vanier, Tom Hourtovenko. When she got out, they married, moved into his apartment. Needless to say, the family resented her. Bunch of hoity-toities who show up at charity events but neglect their own backyard. Tom died in a multi-vehicle auto accident on Highway 400 last winter. Ice fog.”


  Belle lowered her voice. “That is bad.” And to think that Yoyo never mentioned any of this. She had a new respect for the woman.


  “It gets worse. He hadn’t changed his will or insurance. Just careless. The family turned its back on her. She was left without a cent.”


  “What about the baby?”


  “Yoyo is a proud girl. She never told them.”


  Belle nodded her head, a small door opening in her heart. “Sounds ruthless, all right. I don’t blame her for writing them off.”


  “She is doing the job, isn’t she? Results are what count.”


  “To be honest, she’s got talent. I think she’s unloaded the Adams camp.”


  Miriam gave a low whistle of admiration. “That is a miracle. I’m starting to worry that you’ll replace me.”


  “No fear. Every other firm in town would give you a raise.” She paused. “Something else has happened.” She told Miriam about Gary.


  “God, I saw the story in the Timmins Daily Press. Friend of mine’s dad died the same way. Sometimes I’m glad we have to stoop to pee, even if we do hit our shoes.” A silence fell. “Sorry. I’m not exactly commiserating. But you never mentioned him. And it’s unlike you to carry a torch and not tell.”


  “The torch never caught fire. I got my wish. Went to the grad dance with the valedictorian, and I have the pictures to prove it.”


  “Really? Love to see them sometime.”


  As the CrimeStoppers agent suggested, she drove to Station Road and revisited the ugly place. While she snapped Polaroid shots of the soggy carpeting and panelling, her reoffended sensibilities gave her another idea for faster action. She headed down the road into Skead. At the turn of the century, it had been a lumbering town, thousands of tons of sawdust at the bottom of Kolari Bay still burbling at the site of the old sawmill. Now it was a peaceful enclave on the lake where a few hundred people lived in a permanent vacation half an hour from Sudbury.


  Inside a clear plastic cover, she tacked three pictures to the wooden bulletin board the local seniors had constructed at the mailbox kiosk, then added a handprinted sign: Know anyone renovating with this decor? To be on the safe side, she gave only her cell phone number. Skead was a very small community, and word would travel fast. She had confidence that public sentiment was on her side. People would welcome the opportunity to police their streets for the greater good. Spotting a collection of business cards on the side, she added hers.


  As noon approached, she was late for lunch with her father. After calling in the order, she decamped from the office and hurried over to Garson.


  At the Big Nickel, a small restaurant that changed hands every other year, in competition with taverns and pizza delivery, their meals were ready. Her milk and a tuna sandwich on rye, his chopped chicken, mashies, peas and gravy. Cherry pie to follow. Since a near-fatal choking incident, he was on the gummer’s special, but he never complained.


  Balancing the clamshell boxes, she made her way up the wheelchair-accessible ramp of Rainbow Country, the two-storey building run by the Finnish community as a stopgap before finishing their Minnow Lake complex for the aging. Shabby around the edges, but whistle-clean, it was cosier than the generic high rises that warehoused the elderly. She’d been lucky to whisk him back from Florida with minimal immigration problems, a bit of fact-fudging aside. At American nursing home prices, his mutual funds would have evaporated like the Jays’ chances at a pennant, and the logistics of travelling across a continent to check on him made her shiver.


  She picked up silverware and linens in the kitchen, then passed the nurses’ station. Cherie was on guard, a curly blonde sparkplug who never missed flagging the slightest change in her charges. “George’s skin is getting worse. Our doctor hasn’t a clue. I know you took him to Vonnie, the skin specialist, only last month.”


  Belle paused, nuances of worry on her forehead. “He said it was bullous dermatitis. Nothing serious.”


  The nurse snorted in contempt. “Another kind of bull. That’s Latin for blisters. A description, not a diagnosis.”


  “Ouch. Guess I shouldn’t have taken Spanish.” Belle nodded, appreciating the woman’s sharp eye. “Even my father said the man was senile. Vonnie must be in his eighties.”


  “We need every specialist we have up here, but sometime I wonder.” She turned as a frail man in a walker lurched by, his bum crack exposed by pants that hung on him like a scarecrow. “Here, Jim. Let me tuck you in, my man.”


  In the bright, private room with easy-care linoleum, Belle found her father in his gerry chair, the jailer designed to keep him from falling but also from walking, since he wouldn’t cooperate with physio attempts. She doubted whether the trade-off was worth it, but he enjoyed his television, magazines and newspapers, and especially his food. Every meal her mother had placed before him had been the “best”. He wore a clean blue sweatsuit and Labatt’s slippers on his feet, an ironic touch. He was a teetotalling Methodist, but Belle and her mother had made up for that with their mutual predilection for scotch straight up.


  He brushed a shaky hand through his thick mane of white hair, cheeks pink with a fresh shave. Staff knew when the family would be visiting and made the extra effort. He tapped his watch as if to coax the hours to pass more quickly. Jeopardy and Wheel of Fortune defined his evenings. “Late. I thought you weren’t coming.”


  She arranged the bib and food. “Neither rain nor snow nor sleet nor earthquakes nor tsunamis can stop me.”


  As he dug in with a will, she winced at the large black blisters branding his mottled hands. Suppressing an urge to roll up his pant leg to check further, she turned instead to her sandwich, making sure he stopped now and then to drink water.


  When he had finished ten minutes later, she let him attack the pie, carefully mashed. “Remember Gary Myers?”


  “Of course. Of course. One of those blond German lads you favoured. Were you trying to recruit your own Wehrmacht?”


  She smiled at the quirkiness of his memory. Sometimes sharp, recalling Dunkirk with his Churchill imitation, dull some mornings when he forgot having breakfast and wanted another. Who had been her troopers? Wertman. Gall. Erhart. Stretching from Grade One to university. Was she a Teutonic magnet or vice versa? Then she explained what had happened.


  “We never know when the grim reaper is going to come calling. Only the good die young, your sainted mother aside. Gary, now. I could see you wondered about that boy. Why he never came around again.” He tapped his temple. “But parents know.”


  She cocked an eyebrow. “You never mentioned it.”


  “None of my business. My cousin Ab’s daughter, Tracy the vet, she lives in Lethbridge with a female dentist.” He waved his hand. “Asked Ab about it. That’s what he said. None of his beeswax.”


  Belle sat back in wonderment at a curiously twenty-first-century attitude for a man alive during the Twenties. “Tracy? I guess that wasn’t a topic for discussion while I was growing up.”


  He gave a low whistle. “As a kid, you sure were confused about The Children’s Hour. Your mother was at Massey Hall the night it showed at the screening, so you had to come.” He had been a booker for Odeon Pictures in Toronto, and they’d seen four new releases every week together once she reached Grade One. “You cried because Shirley MacLaine was so sad.”


  The large clock on the wall was sending her a message. She turned with reluctance to a more alarming subject. “Cherie says your blisters are getting worse. Let’s see.” She rolled up his pants and nearly gasped in horror. Huge, watery black sacs covered his lower legs.


  “They don’t hurt. Not one bit.”


  “A saving grace.” She tried not to shudder. Was he merely being brave, or was some more pernicious condition festering, like diabetes?


  Making a note to tell the nurse to have the doctor check her father on the weekly visit, she left the nursing home. Something was very wrong here. For once she wished she lived down south with a lion’s share of specialists...or in the States, with money up front and no waiting.


  FIVE


  It’s all still a nightmare, but I can’t wake up,” Mutt said, sipping coffee on her deck. A slight breeze ruffled the needles on the huge fir that loomed twenty feet above the railings. The poplars and birch in the greenbelt to their right wore a bright cloak of new leaves, but he didn’t seem to notice. His handsome face was battling the signs of stress. Circles had appeared under his dulled eyes, and his hand shook. “When I saw him on that table...”


  She leaned forward. “I’ve never had to do that. Must be painful.”


  He shook his head, his dark curly hair close around his neck. “I write about this stuff. I tried to be objective, but it’s different in real life. His face was untouched. Almost serene, pink from the sun. The illusion of warmth. I wanted to touch...” His voice broke off.


  A minute passed. “What about his family?”


  “I had to call his mother. She’s in a retirement community near Hamburg. Even three Valium didn’t do the job for me. Maybe I should have driven down, but I didn’t trust myself on the highway.”


  Like her, Gary had been an only child. Belle tried to recall his parents, seen at a distance at concerts and plays. He’d never introduced her, a bad omen. His father had been a lithographer, his mother a housewife like most women in Scarborough of that era. Gary had inherited his father’s blond hair and his mother’s chubbiness. “And his father?”


  Mutt drained his cup. “Liver cancer. Didn’t make it past fifty. Gary connected the condition with his work, all those toxic chemicals. Of course, they didn’t know in those days.”


  “Did you get any more information from the OPP?”


  “I took a taxi and picked up the truck at the impoundment lot.” He gave a bitter laugh and drummed his fingers on the table. “An empty bottle of scotch on the seat.”


  “I don’t believe it.” This was turning into a B-movie.


  “Cheap stuff, too. MacKay and Whyte. Gary wouldn’t drink that on a bet. It was his only splurge. Glenlivet or nothing.”


  Belle winced at the trashing of her bargain brand. “Did he usually carry alcohol along when he was working?”


  Mutt shrugged. “I wouldn’t deny that if he stayed over in the tent, he might enjoy a few toddies around the campfire, but leaving an open bottle on the truck seat? No way.”


  “Reminds me of Tom Thomson.” A friend of the Group of Seven, Canada’s foremost pantheon of painters, he had drowned in Algonquin Park.


  “A famous mystery,” Mutt said. “There was a theory that he had been murdered by a local and that someone else lay in his grave. When a skull was unearthed, it showed signs of a bullet. Then the skull was identified as an aboriginal’s. Some said the family had relocated Tom. No one knew where, or they weren’t telling. I wrote a short story about it.”


  “I know it’s tempting, but let’s not get carried away.” She imagined that with his crime writing, he juggled forensic possibilities on a regular basis.


  Mutt stuck out his jaw, a faint stubble giving him the appearance of a high-priced model, probably through neglect, not affect. Belle preferred men clean-shaven. “The booze doesn’t make sense.”


  She shifted to another subject. When her mother had died in Florida, Belle was fast on the scene with twenty garbage bags for her closets, burying her grief, as women often did, by turning to chores. By the following week, someone who needed them was wearing her mother’s stylish clothes. Mutt would have his own sad duties arranging the evidence of a soul. “Are you going over to the Ministry to clean out his office?”


  “This afternoon. He was only there a few months, but someone at Brock might be able to make sense of his elk research, if I can put it in order. Shame to throw it away...along with his life...”


  He turned aside, and a hand brushed his eye. Then his broad shoulders straightened.


  “Do you know much about zoology? And what about your own book? Don’t you need the time for that?” Did it make sense for Mutt to get involved in the research? Maybe a mission would ease his pain.


  “Minored in it. An odd combination, but it gave us a connection. And as for my book, let it go for the moment. Nothing’s worse for an author than forcing a story.” He paused and frowned at a fresh thought. “Gary was especially excited about something lately, something that bothered him. We talked on the phone nearly every night.”


  Belle shook her head, trying to remember what Gary had told her about his studies. Survival rates, was it? “A new disease? Or maybe someone poaching the herd?” Despite the ruinous penalties, which included heavy fines and confiscation of vehicles, the North was full of people who regarded the bush as a free supermarket.


  Mutt walked to the edge of the deck, his velvety black hair stark against the pillowing cotton clouds in the distance. A raven warbled and swooped past. A marauding group of crows, smaller but dangerous, cawed shrilly from the tops of a high cedar, likely protecting their nests from the larger bird. “It was a white elk. A calf he found.”


  She blew out a breath. “Sounds rare. I wonder if it was an actual albino or just a hybrid. I’ve read about moose with pale fur. Did he tag it? Take pictures? He must have carried a camera.”


  “It was dead, that’s all I know. He said he had to make a few calls. Get someone to look at it.”


  “So he was carrying the body around? My God.” The idea made her shudder, which explained why she was no scientist.


  “Not carrying it áround.” He looked at her with an amused turn to his lips, as if she lived on another planet. “He brought home specimens whenever possible. It wasn’t gruesome to him.”


  “I guess not, and there’s an ancient deer head in the woods that I am fond of. But surely no one would shoot a baby elk. There’s no meat to speak of, and it makes a poor trophy.” Then again, dogs and cattle and even people were shot every year by overeager hunters. Maybe it looked like a wolf to them.


  “He didn’t mention any wounds. Died from natural causes, I suppose. But he wanted it documented.” He sat back down in the chair and crossed his legs, Noel Coward-style. North of Sudbury, it might have earned glances. But he was an author, and a theatrical side helped the mystique. More than that, he was adjusting to a savage loss, and he had trusted her with his heartache.


  “How, uh, long were you and Gary together?” she asked. Perhaps she shouldn’t have intruded, but once Mutt had left, how could she fill in the gaps?


  “Seven years. Wasn’t there an old film about that? Marilyn Monroe? Gary said you liked the classics.”


  “The Seven Year Itch.” What else about her had been dinner-table conversation?


  He stretched out his left hand, where a simple gold band gleamed. “Gary was the sentimental one. He insisted on a ceremony. Gladioli in every colour of the rainbow, even cinnamon. Four of our friends in tuxes, including two women. A string quartet. Catering by Mildred Pierce. And down the aisle to Bach’s ‘Sheep May Safely Graze’. Kind of an inside joke. But it was quite the occasion. Even if my family didn’t come. All of them were conveniently in Europe.”


  “It’s a lovely song. Gary had a beautiful tenor voice, too.” They were mourning two different people, a boy and a man. “How did you two meet?” she added, her prying on a forward roll. It seemed that he wanted to talk about their life.


  “Over a bag of garbage, oddly enough. The annual initiative to clean up the hiking trails around the Niagara escarpment.”


  “Sometimes I think half the world’s out to trash the planet, and the other half’s cleaning up. It’s a stasis.”


  Mutt cleared his throat and looked at his watch. Men’s styles were getting larger every year, a metallic command centre. A present from Gary? “I’m due at ten with the truck at the Ministry to clear out his office. If you’d come with me, that would be great. I don’t know my way around town.”


  An hour later, they turned off Route 69 into the Ministry of Natural Resources on McFarlane Lake Road. The complex lay in a low valley of emerging boreal forest punctuated by the occasional conifer. Mutt parked in the lot, and they headed to the main office.


  A tall, older admin assistant looked up from her computer. A metal sign on the desk gave her name as Marj Brousseau. On the walls were advertisements for environmental initiatives, hunting and fishing regulations and topographic maps. Taking their names and shaking hands, she responded to their inquiry with a sad smile, as she removed her slim, wire-rimmed glasses and rubbed the bridge of her aquiline nose. Tumbling strawberry-blonde hair streaked with grey was gathered at the back of her neck by a colourful paisley scarf. “I didn’t know Gary long, but he was a nice fellow. Serious about his job but with a good sense of humour. What a terrible accident.”


  Mutt swallowed, shuffled his feet as he looked at a poster of duck species. “We came to clean out his office, Ms. Brousseau. If you can—”


  “Of course. It’s Marj. I’ll call Dr. Rosaline Silliker. She’s our supervisor.” She punched in a few numbers.


  Minutes later, a tall, dark chestnut brunette around forty with short, artistic curls entered the office, her arm extended from a tailored silk suit that brushed her mid-knee. Her legs were muscular without being overbearing, as if she worked out in Pilatian control of each group. “Thanks for coming so promptly at this sad time. We’ll miss Gary. His research was critical to the survival of these local herds. He had such a commitment to bringing back the elk, both for tourism—”


  “And hunting?” Belle added, one corner of her mouth rising. She’d visited the Ontario Fur Managers website last year in connection with a trapper in her woods. Despite the occasional garbage raid, she and her resident bears had crossed paths many times without incident. No question that encounters were on the rise since cancellation of the spring hunt, a hot button that pitted gun-toting Northerners against Torontonians who had nothing but the odd raccoon or skunk to bother them.


  “Animals are a resource. We’re here to keep them renewable. Farther north where jobs can be scarce, outfitters rely heavily on the traffic, and a few family lodges have suffered.” Rosaline’s tone was pleasant, but with a tinge of a bureaucratic lecture. The Ministry attracted criticism trying to please both sides, but Belle suspected that money was the bottom line.


  Following her down a long corridor, they came to an office crowded with two battered oak desks, filing cabinets and floor-to-ceiling bookcases. One shelf held toothy skulls of small mammals, rabbit, porcupine, a weasel. A few jars of formaldehyde held mysterious objects, which Belle wasn’t sure she wanted to examine. Mutt coughed as a musty smell tweaked their noses. At one desk, a young man of about twenty typed information into a computer spreadsheet. He wore jeans and a sweatshirt, the sleeves cut roughly to reveal an eagle tattoo on one arm. A mop of buttery hair, the kind that made mothers spit on their fingers and tamp cowlicks into respectability, gave him a pleasantly boyish look.


  “Dave Watson,” he mumbled, as they introduced themselves.


  “Dave’s a master’s degree intern at Shield University. He can tell you what belonged to Gary.” Rosaline looked around with a helpful smile. “Do you need a cart or dolly? How about some boxes?”


  Dave seemed rather cool. Busy though he might have been, he didn’t offer to shake hands and offered no commiseration about their friend. Shortly after, a handyman arrived with packing material and a flatbed wagon. Working slowly and carefully, Belle and Mutt emptied Gary’s file cabinets. “What about the books?” Mutt asked.


  Dave looked up and pointed out two shelves. A bibliophile, with her mother’s Pauline Johnson’s first editions of poetry as a prize, Belle watched Mutt touch them like old friends, the last remnant of a life that ended halfway to the finish line. Ruminants of the Boreal Forest; Introduction to Zoology; North American Elk: Ecology and Management; Mosses, Lichens and Ferns of Ontario; piles of The Canadian Journal of Zoology and The Canadian Field Naturalist as well as her own favourites, Peterson’s Animal Tracks and Stokes’ Nature in Winter.


  In another cabinet Dave indicated, Mutt turned up several plastic baggies with dry brown shapes. He wrinkled his nose, but Belle had no reservations about examining them. Similar to moose droppings and virtually odourless, thanks to a meatless diet, these pellets someone would dissect in a more complete analysis.


  On Gary’s desk was a silver-framed picture, face down. Mutt turned it over to reveal himself in star quality from a Toronto studio. With a rising colour to his cheek, he tucked it under his arm. Then he asked, “Do you know what he was working on recently, Dave?”


  “Naw. I’ve been out in the field the last two weeks.” He didn’t look up from his computer, presenting merely a hunched back. “Listen, if you can finish, I need some quiet in here.”


  Mutt and Belle exchanged eye rolls and gave the office another scan. Mutt opened a deep cabinet and found a few more files. Then he reached over his head onto a seemingly empty shelf, fumbling at first with a quizzical expression, then retrieving a strange object. “This is weird. Is it yours, Dave?”


  Dave turned with a sigh and grunted. “Do I look like a garbageman?”


  Mutt and Belle examined the old Pepsi can. The design didn’t look recent, but neither did it appear vintage. The aluminum had begun to fade and corrode, more than sun damage. “I wonder why he kept this? Or maybe it belonged to someone else here years ago.” Mutt spoke so loudly and pointedly that the man had to answer.


  “I saw him with it. God knows why it interested him.”


  Mutt shrugged, and he fingered it gently so as not to cut himself. “Gary never did anything without a reason. Let’s take it.” To wrap the can safely, he found an empty plastic bag in a wastebasket.


  As they were leaving, they saw Rosaline Silliker embrace a tall, balding man with a clerical collar. “I’ll get an oil change for the car and come back at five, dear. You make the reservations at Verdicchio’s.” Sudbury’s premier restaurant, a doctor at the table on the left and a lawyer on the right. A minister’s and a middle-ground civil servant’s salaries? Either they’d won the lottery, or there was money in the family.


  “Finished already?” asked Rosaline, turning to Mutt and Belle. “Did you get everything? Is there any other way I can help?”


  Mutt nodded thanks, but Belle could tell that his voice was breaking. He soldiered his way outside, hauling the cart, as she exchanged female glances with Rosaline.


  “I couldn’t help wondering why Dave was so unfriendly. Is he normally like that?”


  Rosaline raised one professionally plucked eyebrow and folded her hands in front of her. Her nails were short and buffed. “Homophobic, I’m afraid. He was surly to Gary from the beginning.”


  Belle put her hands on her hips in a gesture of incredulity. “What? Such a young man? Hard to believe he’d be so judgmental.”


  “A very provincial attitude. He comes from way northwest of here, where they’re not very...enlightened. Sioux Lookout’s the nearest town. Maybe I was wrong, but I refused to buy into it by reassigning him to another office.”


  “Some people want to turn back the clock.”


  “You and I both remember how women had to fight for equality even in our lifetimes.” Rosaline nodded. “Gary was a brick about it, though. Not a word of complaint. His approach must have worked, because things quieted down.”


  Belle managed to pass Rosaline and Marj business cards before she left the site. An hour later, back on Edgewater Road, as they unpacked, a large, hairy animal snuffled its way around the yard, pawing at a clump of sage in the herb garden. “Get out of here!” Mutt yelled. The beast bared its yellow teeth, one incisor chipped.


  “It’s Bill Strang’s dog. Has he been bothering you? Sometimes he chases cars.” She bent to scoop up a handful of gravel, a gesture any canine understood.


  “Damn right,” Mutt said, as the animal slunk off through the caragana hedge. “I spent an hour rebuilding what it dug up in the irises. And it left a pile smack in the driveway. I went next door to complain, but the guy’s never home.”


  “Put the pile in his driveway. Saves time and effort to send a clear message. Everyone recognizes their dog’s productions.”


  “God, you take no prisoners up north.”


  The remote road was “conflicted” about the subject of dogs. In the city, they were strongly regulated with registry and leash laws. Here, the new residents thought they had moved “to the country,” negating any responsibilities. Dogs often ran free on the road, a danger to drivers and to themselves, not to mention walkers. Strang was a retired codger with few friends. His wife’s death from congestive heart failure a year ago had made him even more reclusive.


  “Or call the Animal Control. They’ll check for a license and give him a warning by phone. Too bad you can’t catch the dog and take him to the pound. That’s my usual solution. But Buddy’s too cagey.”


  “Buddy. Hah. Normally I’m not afraid of dogs, but that one is a monster.”


  That night while reading CNN online, Belle noticed a review of a new book that suggested Abraham Lincoln was gay. Apparently he had shared a bed with a storekeeper’s son early in his career, a common occurrence on the frontier, but the boy’s diary made startling suggestions. How had anyone ever found the diary or Abe’s doggerel poem on same-sex marriage?


  Upstairs in her waterbed, as the first loons of the year began duelling across the lake, Belle gulped a handful of vitamins, including calcium bombs, then tucked a cigarette into the jewelled Adolph Menjou holder her father had bought her at Universal Studies Park in Orlando. Before the TIA’s rendered him unable to live on his own, they’d had some wonderful times in Florida. She made a mental note to call the nursing home for an update.


  SIX


  Belle toyed with a pencil, its point dull as chalk. Yoyo had broken the office sharpener that morning and was off to Staples. She wasn’t that clumsy, just careless, wanting to do everything as fast as possible. As a multi-tracked Gemini and a minimalist, Belle understood the phenomenon.


  “I knew you were concerned, so I read the files on your friend’s drowning,” Steve said, coming in the door and putting an attaché case on a table. “Detective Ramleau filled me in. Seems that the autopsy found alcohol in the stomach.”


  “That’s not surprising. Mutt said that they found a bottle in his truck. But I didn’t want to believe that he’d been drinking.”


  “Mutt. That’s some name. Only ever heard of one. Shania Twain’s husband.”


  “Mutt’s a sweetheart. He’s very...sensitive. But strong.” She added what he’d said about the cheap brand.


  “It wasn’t as if he were boozing all day. Nothing in the bloodstream. The liquor was raw. Undigested.” He leaned against the wall and sipped from an aluminum car mug.


  Belle snapped her fingers. “So doesn’t it rule out his being drunk?”


  “Let’s say he took a swig just before getting into the boat. Maybe he was coming down with a cold. As for the unusual brand, he could have bought it at some small outlet on 69 where there wasn’t any choice.”


  “Any prints on the bottle?”


  “Inconclusive.”


  “I hate it when they say that.”


  A glowering shadow came over Steve’s face. “It’s not all CSI, you know. Shows like that are perverting the legal system. Everyone wants DNA, hard evidence. Juries, like in the Robert Blake trial, aren’t convicting without it, even though witnesses testified that he solicited the killing of his wife.”


  Tread lightly. Professional to his core and taciturn about his responsibilities, Steve usually dragged his feet on the details. So far he was being more than cooperative, perhaps because of her former relationship with Gary. “I see your point. Can you tell me more about the autopsy?”


  “I’m only letting you in on this because it seems to be an accident, nothing more. No worries about compromising a case.”


  Steve opened the case and passed her a photocopied file with scarcely ten pieces of paper. Was this all there was to a life? She scanned the jargon. Major contusions to head. Occipital bone reveals compound fracture and haematoma measuring six centimetres by ten centimetres. Bruising on ribs. Haematology was normal in the blood profile assays. No toxicology concerns. Victim has no appendix. Additional examination unremarkable. Cause of death, drowning. Lungs full of water. Pond water, not tap water. Daphnia. Other organisms she couldn’t pronounce.


  Belle remembered when Gary’s appendix had been taken out. He’d been in pain for days but insisted on finishing his midterm exams, collapsing as he turned in his math paper. In trying to preserve his valedictorian status, he’d been half an hour from a rupture.


  Steve took back the report. “So it appears that he fell. It would have rendered him unconscious, or at best too confused to save himself.”


  Belle blew out a sigh. “Occipital?”


  “Back of the head.”


  “But in that case, wouldn’t he have been more likely to have come down in the boat?” With her fingers, she formed an area the size of the haematoma. A massive blow.


  “Canoes are tippy. The fracture’s consistent with hitting the gunwale more than the seat. You’re letting your emotions carry you away...as usual.”


  Belle bristled and tried to stifle a frown. “Can you make a few more inquiries? Accidents often aren’t what they seem in more ways than one. Think about that medical examiner in Toronto who misdiagnosed cause of death and sent parents and relatives to jail for killing children.”


  Twenty seconds passed before a wry smile came her way. “Ramleau’s wife won a trip to Costa Rica, and they have to take it before July or lose the opportunity. Maybe I can muscle in and keep the case open. I wouldn’t do this for anyone but you. And don’t mention intuition, because your track record’s wobbly.”


  Belle gripped his arm. “What a guy.”


  He opened a small notebook and took a pen from his jacket pocket. “Now tell me everything you know about Gary, his partner, and what the hell they were doing up here.”


  “For heaven’s sake, take a chair.”


  “I’m used to writing standing up. Besides, my back is killing me. A whack of yard work on the weekend. I’m on my way to the chiropractor, as a matter of fact.”


  Belle made a commiserative face. Dear Steve.


  After he left, she pondered the simple words in the report. Unremarkable. She knew what it meant, but the idea stung. Gary had been anything but unremarkable. Wasn’t everyone’s son or daughter? At least he’d known a committed relationship. When the role was called up yonder, she’d check in as a dog’s best friend. Meanwhile, bills had to be paid. A lucrative apartment appraisal on Kingsmount was scheduled. Uncle Harold had been wise to suggest that she qualify for her appraiser’s credentials. It kept the place solvent in lean times.


  Fifteen minutes later, the door opened, and Belle blinked. The woman of sixty plus wore Capri pants, which exposed sinewy lower calves with a roadmap of varicose veins, a loose paisley top, and battered flip-flops. Her hair was a thin nest of home-permed curls, unnaturally black with silver roots, and she wore mirrored sunglasses like a wizened trooper. She gave the room the once-over and clumped to Belle’s desk, tapping on it with a carved cedar cane. A cigarette dangled precariously from a cerise mouth sucked back into wrinkles. “You Belle? How ya doing? Yoyo around? I need a ride.”


  “She’s...out for the moment. I don’t think we’ve met.” Belle fanned blue smoke from the air.


  “Coco Caderette, her mother.” Beery fumes surrounded her like a cloud of fermenting barley. She leaned forward for a handshake, her fingers thin and cold as turkey tendons and her nails chipped.


  “I can’t say when she’ll be back. Half an hour’s a guess.” Belle couldn’t help watching as an ash dribbled down the woman’s blouse. “May I call you a taxi? I’d drive you, but I’m all alone here.”


  Coco guffawed, swiping at the blouse. “Oops, clumsy me. That reminds me of an old joke, honey. But shit, no. I can hitch down Notre Dame from here. Thumb, don’t fail me now.” Brandishing a digit gnarled with arthritis, as she turned, she noticed the picture of Freya on the wall, the noble sable head emerging from a greenery of ferns. “Gotcherself a nice shep. Female. I can tell by the nose. Very refined. À bientôt.” She lurched towards the door, leaving it open as she exited.


  Belle blew a sigh of relief as she clicked the handle shut. No doubt there was quite a story in that family. Her own life was so uneventful, all the better for amassing funds on the march to retirement. Only lately had Gary’s return wakened her from her doldrums. Then there was the dumping in the bush. Would anything come of her report to CrimeStoppers? Maybe she’d been a bit hasty in putting up those pictures. Steve would have slapped her wrist.


  She picked up the phone to check on her father, but the line was busy. As Belle listened to the weather, Yoyo returned, grinning broadly. “That place is as dangerous as Costco. They had a special on Turtles. Have one. So yummy,” she said, revealing a dozen luscious morsels.


  Between nutty chocolate and caramel bites, Belle mentioned Coco.


  “No sweat. I saw her get into a panel truck at the lights. Woman never needs a car. The North is so friendly.”


  “It’s still not wise. Even though women of her age aren’t usually abducted.”


  “Abducted? Maybe with a stun gun. Ma says she has a nose for people. Never wrong. Isn’t she a character? I love her to pieces. She’s my inspiration and the reason I’m not afraid to be a single parent.” Using a compact, Yoyo applied a fresh coat to her glossy red mouth, pursing her lips and giving herself an air kiss. She wasn’t using lipstick, but a kind of paint with a miniature brush.


  Belle cleared her throat, speed-reading the sales slip and filing it. The candy must have been separate. Had Yoyo paid herself, or was shoplifting another habit?


  Though Belle had enough discretion not to pursue whether Coco had ever been married or even supported by a man, Yoyo continued. “Old bastard took off thirty years ago. Mom had just lost her job as a cook at Burwash when they closed. Got another position at Pioneer Manor with the old folks. Damn, could she whip up meals. Vats of mashies. The bestest gravy. Homemade is nothing like that gluey, tasteless stuff that they—”


  Yoyo’s phone rang as Belle was about to tell her to get back to work instead of reminiscing about gravy. Suddenly she craved one of the hot beef, turkey or chicken sandwich rafts that floated the North through winters.


  The rest of the afternoon was quiet. Picking up a strawberry sundae from the convenience store on her way home, Belle stopped at Rainbow Country to check on her father. He dove into the ice cream as if he’d been starving, even though she knew dinner had already been served. Afterwards, dreading the truth, she checked his legs. A jungle infection. The blisters were oozing and broken.


  “Still doesn’t hurt, though. They put bandages and cream on every day. The cowards look kind of scared. Am I contagious? Is it beri-beri? Remember Edwina Booth from Trader Horn? When they shot that film in Africa, she caught malaria and nearly—”


  She took away the empty plastic container and spoon, her temples pounding. Belle hated making scenes, but enough was enough. “We’re going to find out. I promise.”


  Down the hall she walked, choosing her words carefully. Passively accepting her father’s medical treatment had led to this crisis, but the staff wasn’t to blame. “Ann,” she said to the nurse at the desk. “My father needs to get another opinion. I think he should be in the hospital. Do you agree?”


  “Cherie and I were going to suggest that,” Ann said with a relieved sigh as she picked up the phone. “I’m glad you’re insisting. The way the system works, the family has to make some healthcare decisions. Frankly, I don’t have much confidence in our Dr. Davison. If he had a decent practice, he wouldn’t have to pad his payroll with nursing home visits. Makes you think.”


  Back in his room, Belle put an arm around her father’s thinning shoulder, once so muscular. She owed him the same care he’d given her, even if he had pinned her to a diaper once. Recalling how at only five she could twist him around her finger to take her for milkshakes made her glad her mother had tempered the spoiling with an occasional wooden spoon to her bum. “You’re getting a ride to the hospital. Someone will take a look at you. Let’s hope they have better credentials than Vonnie and Davison.”


  “Will I get any food there? When will I come home?”


  And Rainbow Country was home. “I’m not sick. I’m just old,” he’d grumbled when he’d arrived, an accurate assessment.


  Still worried about the delay in her father’s treatment, Belle stopped at Mutt’s. The soft, warm June evening had brought him to a lounge on the covered porch, where he was sifting through a pile of papers. Gary’s massive pickup sat in the driveway. As she got out, he hoisted a beer. “One for you? Light okay?”


  “Perfect.”


  When he returned, she let a cool trickle run down her throat. Today had actually passed twenty-five Celsius. Who needed to live in the banana belt? “How’s everything going?” she asked, forced to lean backward in the angled chair until her neck muscles hurt.


  “I’m just getting started. It’s weird, though. Gary always typed up his field notes within a few days. There’s nothing from the last two weeks. It’s as if he stopped working.” He shrugged. “Of course, I have his little pocket notebooks. He left a pile here on the desk. From the dates, it looks like the most recent one might be missing. His writing is terrible, though. Could be I have the dates wrong.”


  “I didn’t see any small notebooks at the office when we picked up the supplies.”


  “Maybe he had it in the canoe, and it’s at the bottom of the lake.” Mutt sounded discouraged.


  She told him about the autopsy. “The details are pretty spare, but they’re always upsetting.” She recalled reading her mother’s death certificate. Everyone died from heart failure. The cause made the difference. A massive infection after chemo had triggered Terry Palmer’s final collapse.


  “So I heard. Detective Ramleau again. Cold bastard. I didn’t care for his line of questioning.” He gave a disgusted look. “The jerk asked me about any insurance or wills.”


  The thought hadn’t even occurred to her. Belle swallowed another few ounces and gave what she hoped was a contemptuous laugh. “That’s absurd. Are you saying that they’re investigating you?” Maybe she shouldn’t have pushed Steve to keep the file open.


  “The old qui bono has them back on the case. Gary left everything to me. Double indemnity on insurance from the university.”


  “But everyone needs a will. And accidents happen. Surely they can’t be—”


  “He told me about it when we first got serious—$200,000 on the policy. Then of course our house in St. Catharines. A friend’s occupying it while we...I’m away. My name’s on the deed, though I didn’t contribute much. Gary insisted on making us equal partners. Everyone thinks writers are all rich, but I’m just getting started with a small press.”


  “So that’s all, then?” She tried to minimize the totals, but the remains of the day would be considerable. Down south, especially in the Golden Horseshoe, house prices had gone to the moon. Half a million dollars bought an ordinary bungalow.


  “He’d invested quite well. Mutual funds. All that stuff’s at home, though. I don’t know anything about the exact figures. Frankly, I never paid attention.”


  Belle nodded. “Stocks fell into the toilet after 9/11, but values are soaring now.” Mutt waved aside the financial complexities. Was he that naïve? Still, not everyone cared for money as much as she did.


  “So how bad was the interview?”


  He seemed charged with anger and humiliation as he recalled being taken to a windowless cupboard of a room at Police Headquarters at Tom Davies Square, running long fingers through his thick hair, a pulse pounding in his temple. “I can’t believe they grilled me on where I’d been that day. And listen to my crime jargon. It might be funny if it weren’t so personal.”


  “Routine.” Belle thought about the logistics of the trip north and spread her hands. “But you were driving 69 all the way, right?” Had he stopped off at Bump Lake? She felt guilty for her suspicions.


  “I had no idea about how to get to where he was working. Why would I have cared until now? But the police say the road goes by the Burwash turn, and how can I prove I didn’t know?”


  “I see. The point is that you could have reached him without much difficulty...if the time frame was right.” She noticed four hummingbirds duelling at the feeder. They were aggressive little creatures, territorial and war-like. Mutt must have filled it. That a murderer could mix hummingbird nectar seemed like a grotesque joke. “They sound like they’re bluffing.”


  “It was beyond belief. They asked me some very intimate questions about our relationship. Whether anyone else was involved. Who was living in our house. A Cecilian nun from Zaire who’s taking courses in microbiology at Brock. Even the HIV/AIDS question lifted its ugly head.”


  “How awful. Why is that relevant?” Trying not to be obvious, she scrutinized Mutt. With the modern drug cocktails, no one resembled the archetypal skeletal victim any more, but another crease had etched his forehead.


  He squared his broad shoulders. “You can bet they wouldn’t have handled it this way in T.O. Bunch of rednecks.” He saw her grimace. “Sorry. I don’t mean you or any of the others I’ve met up here. Ramleau made my blood boil.”


  “He’s off the case soon.” She told him what Steve had said.


  “And this guy Steve’s a friend of yours? That’s a break.”


  Too many ideas were arriving without notice. Belle didn’t know how to interpret that comment. Did he expect special treatment? She finished the bottle of beer, touched the cool glass to her cheek. Were the police right? Did Mutt have the opportunity?


  Belle pointed at a road map he had spread out. “Show me where he was working. I know a bit about the region from my real estate travels.”


  Mutt indicated Bump Lake, several miles west of the former Burwash facility grid, deep in a swampy area with a maze of dirt roads and old logging trails tapering into savage, uncharted wilderness. “Here’s where they found his canoe floating loose and his...body. His truck was parked a mile back at the turnaround.”


  “So he must have portaged.” No wonder Gary had become so fit. Muscling even a light canoe was a task she couldn’t handle alone for more than a few hundred feet.


  Suddenly he gave his head a pound with the butt of his hand. “Damn. I forgot about the canoe. Gary joked that it was his woman, sleek and fast. It’s a Prospector Chestnut.”


  Belle knew that brand well. Old Town had been making them since 1910. “I have a Grumman. No mystique, but it can take a collision with a jagged rock. Anyway, we can use the truck and pick it up.” She paused. “Unless the police have it.” If it had been left in the open when the death had been thought accidental, how likely would it be that fingerprints or other forensic evidence like blood would remain? She kept quiet.


  “Those Keystone Kops again. But then I guess you don’t get much crime up here, not like down south.”


  “We kill people with roads. Sudbury has two of the worst twenty in Ontario.”


  He looked at his watch with sudden embarrassment. “Sorry, but I’m expecting a call. I’ve been in contact with a few of his fellow professors at Brock. They’re excited about getting the notes and promised to answer any questions. If I can get this project tidied up, then at least I...” He looked out over the lake, where a merganser skidded across the glassy surface, its mate probably in the shoreline rocks and weeds guarding their nest. “Remember that baby elk? I dreamed about it last night. We should start there.”


  The inadvertent “we” had made her a partner. She noticed a pile of periodicals on the table. One anomaly caught her eye. The Environmental Pollution Journal. It seemed well-thumbed and had strips of paper marking pages. “Pollution? I thought he was a zoologist.”


  “Scientific disciplines often overlap. One time he did a study about metal levels in fecal pellets of moose. Around the ore smelters in Sudbury, I think.”


  Once Sudbury’s core had been a wasteland the size of New York City, timber gone, vegetation scoured from roasting beds at the turn of the century and acid rain to finish the job. Soil had run from its hills, leaving black rock. Then in the Eighties, a government-industry-civilian re-greening initiative had brought rye grass and small pines back, leading to a United Nations reclamation award at the Earth Summit in Brazil.


  “So question one, where is the baby?” Suddenly she had an eerie thought. Zoologists were quirky enough to keep carcasses in the freezer. Maureen had a power-chugging monster in the basement. “You didn’t look downstairs—”


  He tapped her hand. “My first thought. It’s empty and unplugged. But I got a clue from a zoologist at Shield University. He said that Nickel City College has a dissecting room in their new tech complex. Paul Straten’s the contact name. Apparently he’s one of Ontario’s top elk researchers.”


  “I gather you haven’t reached him yet.”


  Mutt folded the map carefully. “We’re still playing phone tag.”


  That night Belle ate a frozen pizza for a change. With a whole-wheat crust, low-fat mozzarella, and topped with spinach, it sounded better than it tasted. A call to Rainbow revealed that her father indeed had been ferried to the St. Joseph Health Centre Emergency Room. Ann suggested that Belle call to check his progress before driving in.


  “He’s being seen by the doctor now,” the nurse said when Belle finally got through. “We’re full-up, but we’re going to keep him overnight, even if it’s on a gurney. Best thing is to call back in the morning.”


  “Can you get him a sandwich?”


  The woman laughed. “He’s already had three. Plus coffee, a doughnut and snacks from someone in the waiting room. He’s not allergic to peanuts, is he?”


  SEVEN


  Preoccupied by her father, Belle hadn’t slept well and was out of the starting blocks at five with no more than coffee and juice. As dawn broke, she was passing the airport, watching the plume of the Superstack in the distance, the world’s largest free-standing chimney, which supposedly scrubbed the air ninety-five per cent clean of sulphur dioxides.


  Slowing down after the Falconbridge Road railroad overpass, before she turned right into Tim’s for another java, she glanced at the large billboard warning about “The Silent Killer” and urging people with gas installations to install carbon-monoxide alarms. Hers was in the TV room. Recently when the window had been open and the van had been running outside, the unit had started beeping like gangbusters. Most houses had smoke alarms, but how many older homes added this precaution?


  At the hospital at seven a.m., she talked to the heavy-set nurse in the Emergency Room, bleary-eyed after a long shift and blowing her nose. Belle stepped back from the germfest. “Yes, he was seen by Dr. Cowl, a very sharp resident. Spotted it right off. Pemphigoid, an auto-immune disease of the elderly.”


  Not mere blisters, then. Belle put her hand on her chest, felt her heart play timpani. Her blood sugar needed a top-up. “Can they help him?” When she got to the office, she’d check the Internet for treatment options.


  The nurse smiled in reassurance. “Not to worry. A regimen of steroids, Prednisone probably, will clear him up fast. He’s a sweetie. Talked on and on about how he’d seen every film ever made.”


  Belle laughed. In nearly fifty years of working, so he had. “Then he’ll be going right back to the home?” Routines were so important to him.


  “High doses of Prednisone can cause anxiety and other disorienting symptoms, especially in seniors. They’ll keep him here to assess his initial reactions for at least a week. And now I’m sorry, but I—”


  “Thanks for your patience.” Belle looked around at the many cubicles separated by white curtains. “May I see him?”


  “They took him out half an hour ago for some blood work. I’ll tell him you came by.”


  At the office, Belle noticed by the trademark shepherd snore that Baron was making himself comfortable in the back room. He was quiet and well-behaved, despite his manly assets. Was Yoyo hoping to breed him? That was easier for the owner of a male. One-stop shopping, and a share of the pups. Still, he had a few conformation flaws.


  Yoyo had settled in. The hustling temp had not only helped unload the Adams place, but like a veteran in the trenches, she had cold-called forty people that week, a chore Belle likened to successive root canals, and lined up four eager to sell. Her outfits had toned down. Today featured a tasteful linen dress (high hemline and Lucite platform heels aside), and she’d nearly memorized the stylebook Belle had loaned her.


  “I was still having the worst time with this ‘me’ or ‘I’ stuff with prepositions, until I figured out that if it sounded wrong, it was right,” she said with a comical smile. “Between you and me. Duh.”


  Belle laughed until her stomach hurt. “And vice versa. Now why didn’t I think of that?”


  Yoyo applied herself religiously to the keyboard, tapping up a symphony that rivalled Miriam’s in speed. When she finished, she reached over her shoulder to rip off another “Word a Day” page from her calendar. “Fossil,” she read, pausing with some surprise. “Hey, do you know that word can refer to a living person? Weird.”


  “Not really,” said Belle.


  Around ten, Mutt called, his voice more perturbed than worried. “There’s been a break-in here.” He gave some details, but with a client coming in the door, Belle didn’t have time for the whole story.


  “I’ll stop by on my way home. Meanwhile, call the police and the insurance company. I think Maureen uses Royal on Paris Street.” As the go-between profiting from the rent, she felt a responsibility to expedite the matter. Not that she was totally surprised, because occasionally a tiny crime wave hit the road, usually teenaged snowmobilers breaking into camps just to raise hell, or in summer, the disappearance of prime movers like boat motors, shotguns, and small electronics. One real danger was vandalism. Maureen had some lovely antiques and very expensive small-paned windows for a country look. As for Mutt, she didn’t imagine he had brought much in the car, except for clothes, books, a computer and a printer.


  Late that afternoon, Belle was at his door. “Knock, Knock,” she said, as he put down a journal and got out of a recliner.


  The beamed, open-concept great room had a kitchen and dining area at one end, the massive fieldstone fireplace from the original cottage reaching two stories at the other. Building a house around a chimney had been a tour-de-force, but Maureen had installed an insert for safety. Nothing seemed out of place at first glance. Maureen’s father’s handmade snowshoes were crossed on the wall, along with two rusty leghold traps purely for decoration. The large wine cooler in the corner was burbling as if it stood at the bottom of the ocean. “Are the other rooms okay? When do you think it happened?”


  “Hold on. I’ll explain.” He sighed. “I went into town last night to see a film at that Silver City. Didn’t get back until midnight. To be frank, I just unlocked the door, went upstairs, had a brandy, and got in bed. Slept in. I didn’t notice the broken window until this morning.”


  The house had an open, wraparound porch, which made for easy access for intruders. Belle walked over to examine the pane he’d blocked with a piece of cardboard and duct tape. “You can get a glazier out for that. Bestway Glass on Notre Dame is good. But was anything taken?”


  “I didn’t pay much attention to what was in the house. Obviously, the big television’s still here, that old stereo. My laptop was in the car. Gary’s camera is gone, along with his new laptop.”


  She blew out a breath. “Those are typical targets. The Hock Shop will be the first call for the police.”


  “One other funny thing.” He paused, scratching his head for answers. “Seems like the den was their real focus. They opened a portable file cabinet of Gary’s. Rooted around in his papers. Do you think that they were after cash? Looking for a safe?”


  “What else? Anyone can tell that there’s money in this house. It’s no fish shack.” She’d never forgotten her one and only burglary, when she’d rented an apartment. A gold coin worth five hundred dollars U.S., a birthday present from her mother, was in her underwear drawer, the first place any respectable robber checked. Lucky for claims, the empty case was left behind. “I’ll ask Maureen about valuable property, and we’ll check off the items. Have the police come out?”


  He shrugged and batted at one shoulder of a blue cashmere pullover, where a mosquito had landed, sneaking in with Belle. “An hour ago. They told me that unless they get a tip, these kinds of robberies are hard to solve. If it’s a ring of juvenile delinquents, sometimes they get lucky if the kids brag at school.”


  “Not likely. Kids don’t roam in gangs here, hauling skateboards or doing wheelies on their bikes. That’s typical of suburban areas with malls.”


  “Now I see why you have a dog for a burglar alarm. Maybe I can rent the one next door.” He cocked his thumb towards the adjoining property, then had a second thought. “Say, you don’t think that guy would—”


  Belle shook her head. “Bill Strang’s a loner, but he has a healthy respect for the law. Used to be a security guard at Memorial Hospital.”


  Mutt’s mouth gave a suspicious twitch as he flipped back his hair from his eyes. “Then he’d be wise to the ways of break-ins, wouldn’t he?”


  “Let’s be logical. For nuisance purposes, he would have trashed the place, not just mucked around in the den.”


  Mutt folded his arms and leaned back on the sofa. “Guess so. I’m used to city life, with five locks on each door.”


  “Anything new on Gary’s research? How are the missing camera and laptop going to affect your work?”


  “I checked his files before the theft. Everything was backed up on disks, and they were upstairs. The Nikon had nothing saved in the memory when I first looked at it. But the good news is that I’m meeting with Paul Straten at the college tomorrow morning. Do you want to see that white elk baby? Gary took it in a week ago.”


  “So it wasn’t lost after all. Oh, my God. What kind of shape is it in?” Her stomach had been rumbling for its dinner infusion. Now, any appetite was flying off as quickly as the shrieking seagull that flashed by the shoreline in search of a minnow.


  Mutt chuckled, his eyes crinkling like foil at the edges. “Frozen. Eleven tomorrow at the college good for you?”


  As she was leaving, she noticed a stunning framed etching on the wall. “Irish elk,” the brass caption at the bottom read. “Was this Gary’s?”


  Mutt swallowed and looked out the window. “I gave it to him. Took a trip to Dublin last year. I found the engraving in a shop. Circa 1810.”


  “Beautiful creature. Extinct?”


  “Went out of production eleven thousand years ago. Gary said they weren’t elk, but giant deer. Seven feet at the shoulder and twelve-foot antlers, according to fossil reconstructions.”


  “I wonder why their antlers got so big.”


  Mutt laughed from the belly. A sound of resilience. “Sex, of course. True then, true now. Females chose to mate with the best displays, and finally their necks couldn’t sustain the weight, or the horns got entangled in trees and killed them.”


  Belle rubbed her neck. “Fashion’s a killer, starting with hooker heels.”


  She was unable to reach Maureen at the main number for the clinic in Kismayu that night but left a message on the answering machine telling her about the break-in. The house was safely occupied, and that’s what counted.


  The next day, finishing some paperwork, she left the office at ten thirty, passing the latest mall expansion revitalizing the city. After over a decade, the higher unemployment rate was dropping toward the national number. Chapters, Staples, Costco, and up the hill, the gigantic Home Depot and the Sears HomeStore. Joining them were more American chain restaurants: Kelsey’s, Montana Bar and Grillhouse. She preferred lunching with the rain-snow-or-hail sausage vendor set up at Canadian Tire. The complimentary sauerkraut was a meal in itself.


  Turning onto Barrydowne, she passed LaSalle Blvd., then made a right into the Nickel City College complex. For decades, it had offered practical training in business, health and social sciences, and technology. Passing a few pay lots and the ever-growing Special Needs Centre, with its metal sculptures of clients in wheelchairs, she parked at a string of meters, moved to one showing half an hour, and dropped in a loonie, calculating to the minute.


  At the foyer doors, she saw students puffing happily in front of the No Smoking sign. Her nostrils flared at an herbal mix, and one eyebrow rose as she got a wink from a young man dressed in black semi-Goth apparel. A music student? Still, a bit early for the wacky tobaccy, as her older neighbours Ed and Hélène called it. Inside the main lobby, she met Mutt, sipping a coffee and offering one to her. Behind him, up the stairs to a mezzanine, a long line waited. “This place has more wings than an octopus has tentacles,” he said. “I’ve been roaming around. Found the coffee right away, though. Regular okay?”


  She’d ignore the sugar to spare his feelings. “Perfect. Lead on, Macmutt.” She bent back the plastic tab for a slug as they began walking down the hall. A few girls in short shorts had admiring glances for Gary’s partner. She preferred that word to lover, consort, even husband or wife. A clean, Western-movie sound, someone you could count on. Like Randolph Scott. Then she remembered a Vanity Fair article that had run a picture of Hollywood’s two most virile men setting up house together in the Forties. Thirty years later, a maître de had claimed that Cary Grant and Scott had met for supper in a famous restaurant and had sat together in a darkened banquette, holding hands like an old married couple.


  “Belle, are you coming?” Mutt looked back in amusement over his shoulder.


  She hadn’t been in the building for over ten years, when she’d last taught a realty class, and the latest addition led off to NORCAT, the Northern Centre of Advanced Technology, with glassed bridges to the Trades area. Mutt directed her left to another set of endless corridors, past the Native Friendship Centre and an art area with paintings. A depiction of granite shores in the style of Bruno Cavallo attracted her. Rocks were this town’s middle name, including a sportswear store and even the college’s new student centre, On the Rocks. The barebones honesty of the Cambrian shield made the farmlands of the South seem sleepy and unchallenging.


  “E-dome this way,” a sign read as Mutt pointed to the next turn. “Paul’s meeting us there. This place is state-of-the-art. All sorts of high-tech electronics for long-distance education, too.”


  “U of T never looked like this,” Belle admitted. The postmodern techno effect was far from the halls of ivy and its hundred and fifty years of traditional lecture rooms.


  The E-dome was a huge circular room with tiers of desks and accommodations for projectors and audio-visual presentations. Automated screens and a theatrical lighting system hung from the ceiling. The unpainted cement floor facilitated machine movement and portable seating but seemed cold and unwelcoming to Belle. What would it be like at minus thirty-five outside? With all that glass, the heating bills must almost bankrupt the college. Two men were talking, one a technician, who was making notes on a clipboard.


  Joining them, Paul Straten reminded her of Gary sans beard, fit and at home in the field. Short and muscular like Mutt, he wore chinos, a denim shirt and hiking boots. His chocolate-brown eyes sparkled as he shook hands, and Mutt made the introductions.


  “I’m so sorry about what happened to Gary. I liked the man, and I looked forward to working with him.”


  Mutt blinked and nodded while Belle stared out the window, to where a huge teepee had been erected on the student green. This was a Sioux concept, not Ojibwa, a tribe which made birch shelters over branch structures. More romantic, though.


  Paul cleared his throat. “Anyway, I’ve got our little friend all ready. Just out of the freezer.”


  They followed him down another hall, around a corner past plaque-dedicated electrical and instrumentation labs, then through a door to a lower level. There he took a key from a ring and unlocked the door of a large room with stainless steel cabinets on one wall. One end led to a loading dock area with roll-down doors. Mechanical hoists moved overhead from one oversized table to another. This was no ordinary autopsy room. Fans shifted the cool air, spreading a slight smell of antiseptic. Belle shivered, although she knew no human bodies rested in the drawers. This queasiness didn’t run in the family. Her father’s first job at fifteen had been attendant at the Toronto Morgue.


  On a steel table with drip grooves lay a draped form no larger than a dog. Paul pulled back the sheet. Nearly all legs, the animal was pure white, with a large cut up the middle. Belle found herself transfixed. Paul directed their attention to the eyelid, pinned back in a bizarre effect which made her cringe. The eyeball was pink. “A true albino. Don’t see many of these in any species. They usually die long before puberty.”


  “Why is that?” Belle asked, softening toward the small form, scarcely weaned from mother’s milk to taste briefly of spring’s soft grass. One snowy March, she’d found signs of moose birth on her snowshoe trails, a welter of clotted blood and tissue with tiny calf hooves following the cow’s, rushed into a cold, cruel and shrinking habitat.


  “Easier for predators to spot. Wolves. Coyotes. Hunters. And genetically they’re prone to disease or burdened with a weak immune system. Parasites are also a problem.”


  As a dog owner aware of the usual suspects banished with an expensive monthly pill, Belle asked, “What kind of parasites? I know ticks have become more prevalent with our warmer summers.”


  He gave a light laugh. “Where do you want to start? Wild ruminants are subject to helminths, which are worms, protozoa, arthropods such as flies, and also ticks and mites. Farmers dread the crossover diseases like brucellosis because they’re afraid their herds will be infected.”


  Silence filled the room for a moment, almost like a church. “What were the results of the autopsy, or whatever you call it?” Mutt asked quietly.


  “It wasn’t shot or injured. That was obvious on first examination. Heart and lungs, all the organs looked in good shape. No evident defects. It is underweight for its apparent age, according to our standard figures.” He traced along the rib cage much as a vet would check a dog or cat. “So much guesswork, with many factors. Perhaps something happened to the mother.”


  Belle asked, “I don’t know what I was expecting. Is there nothing definitive?”


  “Don’t give up yet. This gets top priority. Tissue samples have gone off to Waterloo, where they have a comprehensive lab. We don’t handle complex toxicology here. My program is aimed at Sustainable Outdoor Resource Management. The students get hired by the MNR or work as guides.”


  Touching the shoulder of the small beast, thinking of how Gary must have felt at the sad discovery, Belle asked, “When do you expect the results?”


  “Not for several weeks. It’s no rush job like a murder investigation.” He pulled a small notebook from his pocket. “I have your number, Mutt. I’ll give you a call.”


  Belle passed him a card. “Here’s mine if you can’t reach him.” Maybe Paul had a family and was in the market for a house.


  “Poor little creature,” she said, as they left the college. “Alive enough to have strength to die.”


  Mutt stopped in his tracks and looked at her. “Great line. May I steal it for my next book?”


  “It’s already stolen. Thomas Hardy.” She didn’t mention that it came from “Neutral Tones,” a poignant poem about two lovers standing near a pond in bleak midwinter, realizing that their relationship was over. The sine qua non of pathetic fallacies. She thought of it especially in bleak December, where the quicksilver sun fell below the barren hills at scarcely four o’clock.


  As they parted at the entrance, Mutt turned to her. “Paul’s given me some hope. I’m going to start transcribing the earlier field notebooks. Maybe they’ll contain a clue to what Gary was working on those last days. It’s really odd that nothing turned up at his office. He was never late with deadlines.”


  “Could be the elk autopsy report was holding him up.” She watched a muscle work in his jaw and added, “Is there any other way I can help?”


  He gave a sigh. “I can handle the data. I’m just not familiar with the landscape where he was working. And I think I need to be.”


  Belle brightened, searching for a way to make a contribution. “I have plenty of topographic maps.”


  “There was a roll of them in a fishing-rod case in the truck. The Bump Lake one was on top, marked up at first glance. But if I have any questions, I’ll bring them over.” He gave a grim laugh. “Meanwhile, if you don’t see me, I’ll be under arrest.”


  A few hours later, Belle’s cell phone rang as she headed home down Radar Road. Driving and talking was not her habit. The act reduced reflex times, and she needed all she had. Pulling in to the North Star Confectionery, she answered.


  “You the one who put up those pictures?”


  Someone had taken the bait about the dumpsite. An informer or the felon himself? Despite the warm breeze sending lilac perfume her way from a neighbouring yard, she felt a sinister chill as her pulse quickened. “Yes. Do you have any information?”


  “For a price.”


  Forget Good Samaritans. Show me the money. “What about service to your community? Do you like looking at garbage in your own backyard?”


  “Hell, being a nice guy don’t pay the rent.” A rude bray hit her ear. She wouldn’t be surprised if he were blowing snot over the speaker. She could nearly smell him. The Great Unwashed. “I got no time for this shit. Meet me at the airport in thirty minutes. First luggage carousel. Got sixty bucks?”


  She nearly laughed. A couple of cases of beer. Information came cheap. The rendezvous sounded safe enough. A woman rushing into a meeting with an unknown man in a dark alley was third-rate mystery material.


  Shoving in a Diamond Rio tape, she geared up for the meeting by singing along. “Gonna get a doooooooooog.” Soon she was parked at the meters in front of the airport, spotting a clunky old beater chugging down the road. She slipped into the new, improved terminal. The waiting room was between arrivals, empty except for a nun in full white regalia reading The Life of Pi and sipping a soft drink. She looked up at Belle and beamed, receiving a thumbs up.


  Dressed in baggy workpants and a ripped leather jacket, a young man slouched in and motioned with his head. Towering over her, an asset wasted on such a slob, he held out his hand, the shovel-nosed fingers yellow with nicotine. His face was ferret-sharp, and she could smell stale sweat. “Seventy-five.” He looked around as a beer-bellied officer with a grey crew cut finished a coffee in his stroll and headed for the washroom. “Hurry up. Security’s gonna think this is a drug deal going down.”


  “It’s sixty.” She waved the high-tech metallic bills with the aging queen’s portrait, retooled for perhaps the final time. “The name first.”


  He glanced around, greasy threads of dirty blond hair tickling his eyes, the sclera yellowed and unhealthy. His breath made her think twice about continuing to smoke even five cigarettes a day. “Remember, you never heard this from nobody. Joey Bartko’s your man. Lives on Pine Street in Skead.” Then, snatching his prey and walking quickly outside, he was gone like a bouncing thief in the night, muffler sparking under the car, one window skinned with plastic. Belle breathed a sigh of relief and went to the ladies’ to wash her hands. She felt dirty just thinking about him.


  At home shortly after, she called the CrimeStoppers’ toll-free line again and gave the new information, citing the case number they’d assigned. “We couldn’t do anything with the debit card slip. Only the last numbers are recorded for security reasons. Now that we have a name, we’re in business. Sometimes there’s a reward for information when stolen property is recovered,” said the clerk, a woman with a hoarse voice who kept clearing her throat. “Sorry. Another smog alert.”


  “Rewards don’t concern me. This idiot needs to be stopped before the bush turns into one giant landfill.” She paused, biting her lip. “This is all anonymous, right?”


  “Certainly. That’s part of our mandate. The police will visit the scene then go to his home tomorrow. We have your pictures of the trash site. That carpet is distinctive, and if he has a JVC television to match the box, all the better.”


  “What’s the fine for dumping?” Life in prison, as far as she was concerned.


  “For household waste, up to five thousand. Jail time for a second offence.”


  As a soft rain pattered on her roof and a rising wind from the north tinkled the wind chimes outside her patio door, Belle fell asleep quickly, the t’s and i’s dotted for the polluter. If only coordinating Gary’s research were so easy. Mutt was working overtime. She didn’t envy him his task of tying up loose ends, but Paul Straten’s information had provided a few threads. Like Mutt, she dreamed of the white elk calf. Was there room at Rainbow Bridge for wild souls?


  EIGHT


  With the blackflies and mosquitoes in temporary abeyance after a helpful rain, Belle grabbed the window of opportunity to take Freya on a short walk to Freedom Hill. The bear bell attached to the dog’s collar jingled a warning to any foraging bruin. For extra security, she sang “O, Canada”, “God Save the Queen” and “The Maple Leaf Forever”, chuckling at how young Morag in The Diviners imagined words in the last song to be not “dauntless hero” but “donkless”.


  Along the way, the groundcover arbutus had bloomed, and she picked a delicate white flower to savour its spicy smell. The rose-twisted-stalk was emerging, and a shy nodding trillium could be seen in a shady nook under a massive yellow birch sprouted during the French Revolution. Goldthread, one of the first to emerge, blanketed the cool green moss. Each plant was answering summer’s call in preordained progression. Spring in the North was a blink of the eye, a flick of the calendar page. Not quite the cruellest month, but snowmobiles roamed the lake as late as April, and the giant ice cube six-feet-thick that was the lake left a chill and kept temperatures two weeks behind those in town. Patches of snow nestled in the darkest woods, shielded from the sun by hills, rocks or trees. Yet the tide was gathering in the backcountry. The brook was heavy with freshets as the dog paused to drink. Letting the peace of the forest envelop her, Belle heard the mournful cry of the dove, usually a city phenomenon but moving closer as civilization stretched its tentacles. A familiar drumming, slow, then picking up speed like the stuttery start of a lawnmower, reminded her that grouse were seeking mates.


  At the summit, she re-erected her inukshuk on the top of a rocky chimney shape and looked over low hills punctuated with distant hydro lines marching across miles of wilderness. Gary could have walked these trails with her, learned about her secret places and natural altars and cathedrals. They had taken different paths to appreciating the bounties of nature but had arrived together. She’d taught herself more in the two decades up here than she’d ever learned in school. A passion for understanding the natural world grew with each discovery. She stooped to pop a teaberry into her mouth for a burst of flavour. Overwintered, they were tangy and tart, a memory of a gum long discontinued.


  Freya sniffed a small taupe bundle on the peaty path. “Leave it,” Belle said sternly and found a stick to flip the stiff, blunt-nosed carcass of a shrew into the brush. Rodents carried parasites, an expensive proposition at the vet’s.


  When Belle emerged onto the pavement from the sheltering willow bushes that camouflaged the entrance to her trail, she met Ed DesRosiers on his quad, his dog Rusty ambling alongside. Ed was pulling a small trailer, probably headed for the amazing disappearing hill, a tall esker, to fetch free sand and gravel. Quads she hated with a passion, but she knew his joint problems didn’t allow him to roam the bush with her any more. His cane was once again strapped to the bike. “I thought your hip was better after that operation.”


  He grimaced. “Now it’s my knee. Doc says I gotta lose forty big ones.” In sweatpants and a light Sudbury Wolves jacket, Ed wore his poundage like a sack of rice, favouring suspenders over a useless belt.


  “I haven’t seen you guys in weeks. How was your cruise?”


  “I gained ten pounds. Hélène lost five. ’Course, while she was doing this spinning stuff, I was lifting weights at the buffet table.” He shrugged good-naturedly and patted his belly.


  Rusty splayed upside down in the submissive posture until Freya finished her requisite nosing. Belle gave the chocolate-red mutt’s groin a gentle rub. “So what have you been up to?” Ed asked. “See any grouse in there? I was meaning to get a few birds for the wife.”


  She filled Ed in on Gary’s drowning. No need to add the details about Mutt and his quest until they knew something substantive, nor to churn the gossip mills with their ancient dating history. She’d been embarrassed enough with Steve’s and Miriam’s reactions.


  Ed pulled a battered stogie out of his pocket and gave it a pondering chew. He knew better than to light it, even if his wife wasn’t in sight. “Sorry to hear that. Down around old Burwash, you say?” He scratched his grizzled chin. No shave yet today on the jolly round face. Retirement had its perks, even if he continued his plumbing profession on an ad hoc basis for friends. “Cousin of mine shot himself by accident down there must be about...the year our first grandson Todd was born. ’88. Mike got to boozing around the campfire and tripped over a root or something. Left five kids. Damn shame.”


  She smeared a blackfly on the back of her ear, turning up a crust of blood. Insects were the true rulers of the world, if only in numbers and resilience. “Tough break for everyone.”


  “It wasn’t pretty. I was with the search team.” He squinted as the sun came out from behind a silver streak of clouds. “Funny thing, though. Never knew him to have more than a beer or two. Didn’t drink hard liquor either, but there was a bottle in his tent.”


  She checked her watch. Getting late. “One other thing. I don’t know if you’ve heard through the grapevine that the Lavoies’ house was broken into. Double-check your alarm system when Rusty’s not on guard.”


  He gave a pound to the quad. “Man, what is this road coming to? Myron Zippel opened up the camp and found his ice auger gone from the boathouse. Four hundred bucks. Someone had a party in the living room and left a pile on the carpet.”


  “A pile? Oh, I get you.” Belle winced. Steve had told her about that atavistic side of vandalism. The ultimate humiliation from cave dwellers to dot.commers.


  “When does he think it happened?” Zippel wintered in Florida, like many local snowbirds.


  “Maybe a week ago. ’Cause he was out here on Victoria Day, and all was A-OK.”


  So the robbery might not have been an isolated incident. Belle had a mental picture of the property. “His place is hidden from traffic by those thick cedars. Easy pickings by car or boat.” At the beginning of Edgewater Road was a Neighbourhood Watch sign with its alert eye. On six miles of winding hills with acres carved out of the bush, the warning was a token gesture.


  At the office, Yoyo was working on the week’s ads, her tongue cleaving her blossom mouth in a pose of deep thought. Belle gave her a wave and went to her desk, dialling up a client with an open house. “Drop of vanilla on the oven racks. Then set it at three hundred degrees for an hour. Gives a homey touch. I’ll be there tomorrow at one. And it’s a good idea to take the Dobermans out with you.”


  Yoyo, who wore a demure cardigan over her cherry-red vinyl bustier, came over with the copy for the weekend newspaper. “How’s this? And I updated the website, put up pictures of all the new listings.” Her voice sounded odd, as if she were working her tongue around something or unable to open her jaw.


  “What have you got in your mouth?” To her credit, Yoyo wasn’t a gum chewer.


  “Tooth-whitening strips. Another five minutes for the uppers. Then I get to have a reward. One of these cinnamon pinwheels my neighbour brought from a boulangerie in Sturgeon Falls. Help yourself.”


  Belle nibbled the rich pastry, full of brown sugar and spice. Then she turned to the text. “Perfect. I think you’ve got it, my fair lady. Nice job with the pictures.”


  “Noooo problem. Comes with the territory.” Yoyo basked for a moment, then inspected her nails. “Ummm, there is...”


  Wiping a fleck of pastry from her mouth, Belle asked, “What is it?”


  “I need to leave at three today.”


  Belle tossed down her pen with a sigh. She’d been buttered up but good. “What for? Things are heating up. We’ve had people in every afternoon this week.”


  “My mom has a...bail hearing. Got into a little fracas at the National last night. Didn’t like no...I mean anyone calling Elvis a fat pig. Her bedroom’s decorated with those velvet pictures, and she even bought a cool rug of the King off a guy who had a display on the street corner.”


  Coco was her daughter’s cross to bear and probably vice versa. Flipping her daybook, Belle said, “You’re very lucky. I’m clear. But never again. Someone else will have to rescue your mother.”


  Yoyo headed for the back room and returned with the dog on leash, a plastic bag in the other hand. “I’m taking Baron for a whiz.”


  Mutt called that night as Belle was drying off from a kiwi bubble bath that soothed the knots in her neck caused by opening the latest property tax bill. Hers had gone up nearly eighteen per cent for no water, no sewer, no sidewalks and no streetlights. Just a view, frozen five months of the year. “Want to go down to Bump Lake? The police said they left the canoe on shore. Belonged to the Ministry for all they knew. Could be it’s gone already.”


  She flopped into the waterbed. “I agree. What a shame to lose it. Count me in.”


  “Are you busy on Saturday?”


  “Morning’s open, then a quick listing on Richard Lake. That’s on the way back from Burwash, so it would be convenient. Are you an early riser?”


  “When I’m writing, I sometimes start at dawn. It’s great to watch the sun come up here on the lake.”


  “How’s the research?”


  “I need to go back to the Ministry for another look around his office in case something turned up about those last two weeks. Hope I don’t run into that Dave guy. I wouldn’t put it past him to sabotage Gary’s work, now that I think of it.”


  Belle blew out a breath. “That would be dirty. Too bad Gary had to put up with him.” And how much more harassment through the decades? Only recently had gays been included in the Charter of Rights.


  That night Belle awoke at three o’clock, as Freya began a roo-roo. She walked out onto her tiny papal-blessing balcony and peeked around the corner at the deck below. The moon was full and bright, illuminating the empty lot. A hunched black figure was pounding the garbage can by the door, with moves rarely seen outside of the WWF ring. She yelled and banged the railing. “Get out, bear! Go away!” Freya’s howls added to the chorus. The animal bumped its rump down the stairs and disappeared into the McNairs’ yard next door. She feared telling Jeannie about the visit, even though the family wasn’t out for the summer yet. The retired principal wouldn’t even walk the road, much less dare the bush. Bears were creatures of habit, too, returning again and again when rewarded by a bacon wrapping or yogurt container. Despite the inconvenience, she would now lug everything up to the locked box by the road. It had a metal top and was fastened with chains to a pair of four-by-fours driven into the ground.


  The next morning, she shook her head at the fang and claw marks in the plastic receptacle. The weight of the animal had popped off the top and scattered coffee grounds, eggshells and corn husks on the deck. After she cleaned up, she drove down to Mutt’s with Freya, and they left in Gary’s truck at seven. For maximum storage, the back seat had been replaced by a level platform covered with a blue tarp. Mutt had added cushy towels for a pasha effect, leaving the dog in comfort.


  They pulled into Connie’s on the Kingsway for a truck-stop breakfast. Three eggs in each selection, stacks of dollar pancakes, bacon, sausage and home fries. Connie’s would never offer Egg Beaters, but at least the brown toast added one healthy touch. As she filled up on breakfast, Belle wished she had worn comfortable sweatpants instead of jeans. “I should have had a bagel.”


  “Gary had a tough time keeping his weight down, he told me. One diet after another when he was in university. Once he got into the field, things got easier. Apples and jerky were his favourite lunch. Of course, I didn’t know him then. It’s hard to imagine.”


  She’d hardly recognized him herself. “I have some old school pictures, if you’d like to see them.” They’d been in a shrine on her desk through school, but she’d put them away when she’d graduated. Not thrown them away. Perhaps she had kept them all these years for just such a karmic moment.


  Mutt took one hand off the wheel to rub his jaw. On his lips was a bittersweet smile. “Good thing someone was his curator. He told me he didn’t want anything around to remind him of the porker he used to be.”


  Belle closed her eyes for a moment and saw the dust of freckles on Gary’s nose. The deep tan of the man would have covered them. And always the striped shirt, whether at twelve or seventeen. His mother’s idea to achieve a thinning effect? Hair carefully combed and parted on the right. A shy smile, but never hard to coax. “He was boyish, cherubic. Not that heavy.” Some of her favourite silver-screen actors were on the portly side. Laughton, Ustinov and Greenstreet.


  “His voice changed, too, he said. He used to be quite a tenor.”


  “I can help you there. I have a bootleg tape of our high school’s production of Brigadoon. Would you like to hear him?”


  “You’re amazing. You kept it all these years?”


  She cleared her throat as a Greyhound bus with a Vancouver sign roared by. “It hasn’t been that long.”


  His eyes darted her way, as if aware of twitting an older woman. “There’s a tape deck at the house. I’d like to...hear him again.” He turned to her as he slowed for a red light. “Do you think that’s morbid?”


  She pondered her answer. Technology was changing the world of grief. Videotapes were common. It wasn’t as if he was watching it every night. “Not at all. I’d like to hear it, too.”


  As he switched to Paris Street with its monster potholes, Belle felt the truck rock, its heavy suspension demanding a price. “The City of Crater Sudbury. You can’t imagine this in winter.”


  Mutt adjusted his legs in the wheel well. Wearing cargo pants and a jersey mariner’s top, he had chosen a light musk aftershave. “Down south is no picnic. Toronto gets a foot of snow, and they’re paralyzed until the mayor calls in the army.”


  At the Four Corners, they took Route 69 South, after gassing up at Canadian Tire. Mutt tucked the store’s bonus money in a compartment overhead. “Gotta keep it sorted like Gary did. Nickel bills at the bottom, five-dollar ones at the top.” Soon they were at the bypass, then passing the Tourist Board Welcoming Centre and the last motel. At the long hill overlooking Rock Lake, the treacherous nature of the only artery to Toronto flexed its muscles, with an occasional centre passing lane, invitation to a head-on for impatient motorists. Sharp rock cuts and the occasional swamp punctuated the forests of fir and spruce. The azure sky was broken by lazy cumulus clouds, a painter’s dream. Except for transports, most of the traffic was headed to camps on one of two hundred lakes, or along the Wanapitae or French Rivers.


  The area had a colourful history as a connecting point for the Voyageurs. In 1613, Seigneur Champlain had taken the traditional canoe route to Georgian Bay and Superior by coming down the Ottawa River to Lake Nipissing, then being paddled down the French itself, losing his astrolabe navigation system in the process, uncovered in a farmer’s field in 1867. After that, except for sending its lumber to Chicago to rebuild after the Great Fire of 1870, it had slept until the railroad came through in 1883. Sudbury might have become one of many temporary construction towns had a workman’s pick not revealed the nickel payload. Capitalists had struck quickly, buying rights for a dollar an acre, and within three years, blasting had begun at the Copper Cliff mine. Life was rugged, and so was the lifestyle for the six thousand citizens. “The people of Sudbury are, one might say, as rough as their surroundings” was a contemporary commentary from the outside world.


  As the road widened for a passing lane, Mutt pulled to the right to let a speeding van streak by. People got frustrated waiting their turn at death’s roulette wheel. Not a kilometre later, the pair laughed and traded satisfied smiles as they saw the van pulled over by an OPP cruiser.


  At last they turned west past open hay fields and a golf course, snow-covered half the year, but a tourist draw for cottagers. One distant hill had been used for military training manoeuvres and bore a large set of bullseye targets. They drove in several miles to Burwash before parking at a turnaround overlooking the remains of the old town grid.


  “Years ago, I came here to dig up perennials. Even asparagus. It’s a hardy plant,” said Belle. “Maybe we can get enough for a meal.” They parked and wandered along a street to nowhere. Many of the houses had been post-and-beam construction, without foundations, so their traces had vanished, except for the oddment of broken glass or demolition debris. Gardens and flowerbeds were long overtaken by wild raspberry canes and stubborn weeds like goatsbeard.


  In a sunny, sandy area, with the shoulder-high dried plumes of last year’s crop to guide her, Belle located a dozen luscious shoots and plucked them. Mutt seemed amazed as he placed his hands on his hips. “You forage, too? What other talents do you have?”


  “I’m developing them even as we speak,” she said, flattered into a rare blush. They returned to the truck and wrapped the vegetables in paper towels for protection.


  Mutt opened up a bag of sweet-sour jerky and offered her some. “So where to now?” he asked.


  “Let’s check that topo to locate Bump Lake. A number of dirt roads branch out from here, and we don’t want to scratch this pretty truck,” she said, patting the dash.


  He reached behind the seat for a fishing rod case. “Kept his maps rolled in here nice and tight,” Mutt said. “Here’s the one we need right on top. Seems to have been tracing water routes from Bump. See his pencil marks?”


  “Is that usual for elk research, or just a way to reach the interior?”


  “Both, I suspect.” Mutt nodded as he scanned the paper. “Game trails often follow the water. Animals know what spots dry up and which ones keep flowing.”


  Belle watched the compass attached to the dash and made some educated guesses about directions. “Take that track to the right. It’s the best used. We’ll drive as far as we can go.”


  After another half-mile on a rutted road that would have challenged her van’s undercarriage, they dead-ended in a field of daisies and hawkweed. Belle shielded her eyes as she studied the trees on the border. “Uh-oh. Hold on a minute.”


  “What are you looking for?” Mutt asked as Freya nosed a clump of vetch, and a grasshopper jumped into the air. The dog’s teeth snapped, and she swallowed in satisfaction.


  “A tag or blaze to show the portage.” She pointed to the left. “Good thing it’s not fall. Red and yellow are hard to spot when the leaves turn. Blue is best.”


  A red plastic “flag” circling a sturdy sapling brought them to a well-trampled trail. Belle looked at the topo. “Shouldn’t be that far.”


  Twenty minutes on, the leaf-mould path wound a serpentine way past early mushrooms like velvet shanks sprouting near a dead oak. The Ojibwa had feasted on them, along with the choice meadow and horse mushrooms and the occasional monster bolete. Finally they reached the edge of weedy Bump Lake, a perfect spot for browsing moose or elk. The sun warmed them, and a pleasant breeze wicked sweat from their faces. Insects were asserting their dominion on the water, striders on the surface and clouds of gnats massing above. A purple glow of pickerelweed bloomed a few feet out, surrounded by white and yellow water lilies. Mutt pointed to a school of minnows, a clear sign to Belle that the acid rain that had decimated lakes nearer to town had not reached this far. Some had been “buffered” back to a normal, life-sustaining PH balance. Birds were the best judge. The eerie ululation of a loon broke the absolute quietness, and from the other end of the crystal waters came a sensual reply in kind.


  “Mating season,” Belle said. “They have a different set of calls for this time of year. Yodelling and laughter. At night or before a storm, ha-oo-ooo.”


  Mutt breathed deeply, his eyes crinkling in delight. “I heard them last night. Going to bed and waking to that sound instead of sirens is a privilege. Northerners are lucky.”


  If Gary’s last heartbeat had stilled in a place as beautiful as this, it was a fitting background. Far better than ticking life away on a hard hospital mattress, wired to a collection of whispering machines. She dreaded such an end for her father. But he was on the mend, now, wasn’t he? She needed to visit the hospital.


  They spotted the canoe overturned under a silver birch near the water’s silty edge. Belle admired the sleek lines of the red Kevlar canoe, a perfect blend of art and utility. She lifted one end. Not too heavy. Still, returning was going to be rough. Portaging was not her favourite activity, especially in bug season. And she’d forgotten to bring the bug dope.


  Mutt rubbed his hands together in preparation. “Fifty-eight pounds, Gary said. A cinch.”


  The blast of a gun in the woods to the left made them duck on instinct. Freya’s ears flattened. She hated the sound and, though scouted by a neighbourhood cop when a pup, would have washed out of any Canine Unit.


  NINE


  Mutt pulled Belle to the ground with him, one arm over her shoulder. In turn, she reached for the dog’s collar. “Down, girl.” Together they huddled, faces pressed to the fresh grass. When another report sounded, she tried to home in on the direction. Sounded more like a shotgun than a rifle. It wasn’t hunting season, but that mattered little out here. In nearby St. Charles, forty-eight hunters had been arrested and over one hundred and fifty charges laid. Then again, someone might be after partridge or rabbits.


  “Stop shoooooooooooting!” she screamed, and Mutt joined her with a baritone haloo. After a long silence, they struggled tentatively to their knees, their heads craning around and their hands up.


  “What the hell?” yelled a voice from a thicket seventy-five feet to their right. Then the pesky alders rippled alive like an optical illusion, and Belle nearly squeaked in alarm. Head to toe, the man looked like a walking leaf pile, or perhaps the Creature from the Black Lagoon, only his eyes alive in the matching balaclava. She’d seen the gear in an outfitter’s catalogue. He carried a shotgun safely broken over one arm. From the other hand dangled the iridescent plumage of a partridge. A jolly springer spaniel trotted at his side in perfect heel. Pulling off the headgear, he appeared to be in his sixties. He gave them a serious stare as he assessed their pants and shirts, variations of green and brown. “Sorry for the scare. You folks ought to wear red or something. Coulda gotten plugged.”


  Mutt spoke up. “What about you, then?”


  The man shuffled his shoulders as he stuck the partridge, purple feet first, into a canvas game sack slung over his shoulder, its head lolling out, tongue poking through its beak. “I’m the hunter, aren’t I? It’s my job to disguise myself. I’ve got a blind back there, and the birdies come to me. So what are you all doing here, anyways? It’s not hiking territory.”


  As her nose worked, Freya narrowed her eyes in a primitive gesture. In one quick move, she nipped the head off the grouse and began munching. Belle grabbed her collar, but the dog had already swallowed her snack whole. “I’m really sorry. She’s a sucker for grouse.”


  The hunter grinned. “Saves me the trouble. Does she skin, too?”


  Still mortified at her dog’s bad manners, Belle made the introductions, then said, “We came to collect that canoe over there.”


  He closed the sack with a wink to Freya, then extended a horny, weathered hand. “Patch Wells. Sorry if I sounded unsociable. Don’t get many visitors.”


  “Especially not if you shoot at them.” Belle let a smile soften the warning.


  He toed the ground with one boot. “You say you’re after the canoe? Nobody showed, I was gonna make off with it myself. Nice boat.”


  “Yes, but it belonged to the man who drowned here. He was our...friend.” Mutt said, his eyes searching into the distance.


  Patch nodded sombrely, waved his cap at a mosquito. His balding head ringed with curly steel hair afforded no protection. A black eye protector gave him the appearance of a pirate. “Myers, eh? Coulda knocked me over when I heard about it where I gas up the quad. Had many a chat with Gary when I fished Bump Lake. Shared a mess of perch one time. Only fellow other than me I ever saw eat the little buggers. Tasty if you don’t mind the bones.”


  Belle had seen no vehicle in the area. The quad explained that. “Do you live around here?” she asked, bending down to pet the spaniel’s silky fur.


  He pointed with a truncated thumb, likely another hazard of bush life. A belt-knife rode on his hip. “Little Josie and me got a cabin back in the woods apiece. Just a shack. It’s Crown land, but I don’t even lease it or nothing. Nobody bothers me, except for in October when moose season opens. Have to watch my tail then.”


  Belle cocked her head. It wasn’t wilderness she would have chosen, unless she wanted to raise blackflies. “What brought you here in the first place?” Perhaps he’d grown up on the few hardscrabble farms in the area by Highway 69.


  He smiled, exposing one jagged tooth and a couple of gaps. “Saw old Burwash on the way in? I was a correctional officer there, guard they used to call it. Place closed down in ’74, not a dry eye among the staff, though I expect the cons looked forward to incarceration in a more civilized location, especially in bug season. No jackrabbit parole here. Drive ’em nuts in an hour, and they’d come crawling back.” He told them that Burwash had been constructed in 1914 on over 35,000 acres and expanded at the end of World War Two. It housed up to 670 criminals sentenced to two years less a day. The town, self-contained with churches, stores and schools, was built for the prison’s employees. With 150 families, it had a great spirit of camaraderie.


  She wondered how he survived out here year-round. Wood heat, of course. No utility bills. Canada pension, the Old Age four-hundred-dollar freebie, and perhaps the extra supplement of meat and fish provided for a simple but fulfilling life. “I like solitude, but this is too lonely for me.”


  “I get along. Whittle up pretties to pass the time. Sell them on consignment at the Science North shop.” He took one from his pocket. “Happen you might admire one. Keep ’er. I got lots.”


  “Thanks.” Belle considered the delicate willow instrument. Tourists were suckers for homemade items like blueberry jam, polished rocks and maple syrup. As she blew a shrill note, Mutt covered his ears. “Loud,” she said with a grin. “A great way to warn off bears.”


  “Pea’s the secret.”


  “Pardon?” She and Mutt spoke at once.


  “Dried pea inside.” He put a finger to his large, fleshy lips, his flinty eyes crackling with mischief. “Can’t tell how it got in that little place. Might want to patent the idea some day.” His eyes wandered to a couple of pop cans and an empty chip bag in a fire ring of rocks. “Damn kids picnicking at the lake now that school’s out. Not sure if picnic’s the right word for what they’re up to.” He bent down and collected the litter, stuffing it into his sack with the grouse.


  Mutt looked around for a moment in slight confusion, as if he had forgotten something. “Was there a tent here, maybe a sleeping bag?”


  Patch cleared his throat. “The tent blew down a few days ago, and some animal got into the sleeping bag. I have them both back at the camp. A bit of stitching and washing, and they’ll be good as new. If you can wait about ten minutes, I’ll—”


  “You might as well get some use out of them.” Mutt locked eyes with Belle and gave a nod toward the canoe. “Nice to meet you, Patch. Guess we’d better get going. It looks like a long haul.”


  They walked over to the canoe and stooped in preparation to lift. Patch followed and put a hammy hand on Belle’s shoulder. “Hey, now, pretty lady. That’s a man’s work.”


  She bristled but calculated the shoulder pain ahead. Five years ago, she would have declined. Now, discretion was the better part of bursitis. “A hand would be great. Thanks, Patch.”


  After the men hoisted the canoe into the truck bed, Belle rounded up yellow polypropylene rope to secure the boat against wind gusts and damage from movement. Patch waved goodbye as he gave a whistle to his dog.


  “That old geezer would have grabbed the canoe if we hadn’t arrived,” Belle said.


  “He’s welcome to the other gear, especially if it’s in as bad a shape as he says. He did make the offer to return it.”


  “Which he knew you’d refuse after that convenient story. Pretty crafty.”


  Driving back to Sudbury, still out of range of radio stations, Belle settled into the comforts of the large truck, especially the seats. Sweet lumbar supports and three-way adjustments. She wouldn’t be happy gassing up, though. With the recent price hikes, a brown hundred-dollar bill would bring little change.


  Mutt fumbled through Gary’s CD selection, frowning. “We never did agree on music. Copland is as modern as I want to get, and don’t get me started on jazz.” He slipped Appalachian Spring into the groove.


  “Jazz seems to be an acquired taste, like pickled eggplant. I like the classics, but the odd guitarist like Jeff Beck makes a break for me.” Belle went on for some minutes telling him about Yoyo’s Putamayo recordings. He made a good listener, the secret of making and keeping friends, from Dale Carnegie to Dr. Phil. Then she realized that she’d never bothered to ask about his writing. With the emphasis on Gary’s research, she’d quite forgotten that she was talking to an author.


  “Tell me about your books. How did you happen on Lucy Doyle? Was she a real person?”


  His smile showed that, like all writers, he was flattered by the questions. “Absolutely. She started with fetch-and-carry jobs at the old Toronto Telegram in 1890-something. I came across her in a History of Canadian Journalism course.”


  “A woman working at a newspaper when Victoria was still queen. I like Lucy already.”


  “She became a reporter later on, also a drama and music critic, a gossip columnist and editor of the women’s page.”


  “Quite a resumé. What happened to her?”


  “It wasn’t the path to riches. In her seventies, she was allowed to live free in a little cabin in a local artist’s colony, the Guild Inn. She was still doing research for her books. Never published, though.”


  “My mother told me about the Guild Inn. Rosa and Spencer Clark collected statuary for their mansion from some wonderful buildings under the wrecking ball.” Belle nodded at the trip down Memory Lane. “I grew up in Scarborough. We used to drive through that spot of parkland on Lake Ontario. It ran as a hotel for awhile.”


  “It’s demolished now. And that statuary’s all that’s left of parts of old Toronto.”


  Mutt waited for the thirty minutes it took her to list the Richard Lake cedar Panabode with double garage. Roll the dice, and let’s try $399,000. Later he dropped her off at home with a complimentary copy of his first book, Murder in Corktown. Born and raised in Toronto before it had boomed into Metro, her father might remember that historic area near Parliament and Queen.


  Belle made a sandwich and considered her next step. She hated driving back into town, but she needed to check on the old man. Mutt had waited long enough for her. She hadn’t wanted to ask for more indulgence.


  After settling Freya into her overstuffed chair, with a sigh she got into the van and headed back. Half a mile later, the red Jeep Liberty came chasing her tail. Not again. She flicked her right blinker and slowed, pulling to the side with a slow seethe and a selection of Miriam’s Frenglish curses, ending with sacrifice. The brake pedal seemed a bit soft. Wasn’t a tune-up scheduled next week? The Jeep flashed past, up a hill, and around a corner as if on fire. If anyone had been coming, a head-on would have sent everyone to an orthopaedic surgeon, if one could be found. Sometimes only an accident taught the right lesson. Too bad the innocent victim paid the same deadly price.


  At the gravel pit, she bumped over a trackless former rail crossing, now part of the TransCanada Trail. Packed with rough slag and smelly creosote, it attracted quadders and snowmobilers, not more fastidious hikers. Then she headed down the long hill that bottomed out passing Philosopher’s Pond, a small-trout paradise. Preoccupied by the idiot who had passed her, she forgot to ease up on the gas. Suddenly she found herself stomping on the brake with no effect. Sweat glazed her brow, and her heart trip-hammered while she watched trees fly by in a green blur. Where in hell was the emergency brake? As she fumbled with the controls, the vehicle teetered and charged up the steep hill like a bee-stung bull. With her luck, either the courier man or a delivery of propane would be her next and last vision. But the woodland spirits smiled, and the van slowed as gravity asserted its domain.


  Ever so gently, she tickled the gas enough to reach the crest by the mailbox pavilion. “Pretend you have no brakes, because that’s the case,” she told herself. Easy. Easy. She sidled off in the deeper gravel and slowed to a stop, her leg shaking from the adrenaline rush. Safesafesafe. Belle pounded the dash in relief. If she’d been anywhere else, she’d have been a statistic. Life was a crapshoot, and this time she’d rolled sevens. Blowing out a breath, she grabbed her cell phone, then rummaged in her wallet for her CAA card. But Saturday? Bad time for mechanical problems. Still, she was alive, and the van was in one piece with only brush scratches.


  Riding into town an hour later in the cab of the tow truck, she told the driver what had happened. “Just gave out on you? Like stepping on a ripe plum? Only 20,000 klicks on the van? Brakes should be okay. Sounds like a busted line. Run any rough roads?”


  “Every other day.” She cursed her own luck and wondered if she had damaged the vehicle on one of her excursions up humped cottage lanes. She had the van dropped off at Robinson Automotive on LaSalle and asked for a ride to Enterprise, where she rented a van. If hers wasn’t ready by Monday, she would need a large vehicle to ferry clients. One of the curbside car lots had boasted a yellow Humvee. That would give Palmer Realty a distinct image, but at two miles per litre?


  Her father had been moved to Laurentian Hospital, the new megacentre eclipsing the older hospitals. Belle parked in a far-flung lot, wondering how heart and stroke patients fared walking uphill to the main entrance. Perhaps many never made it. Outside in a rudimentary plastic shelter, two women dangling portable IV’s puffed up a storm. Some vegetarians felt that Sudburians’ shorter life spans were due to the habits of fat, retired miners who loved their tobacco and beer. Perhaps the diversifying economy and the new fitness boom would turn the tide. Even Miriam had bought a treadmill. Belle preferred the bush, but in the long winters, often darkness or a week’s worth of minus thirty-five degree temperatures made exercise difficult, if not impossible for all but the extremists who thought frostbite was a badge of honour.


  At the Tim’s in the foyer, she purchased two coffees, milk and sugar for him, and a soft jelly doughnut. She found him in a double room on the third floor, the other bed occupied by a man with a bandaged head.


  Her father was napping, but she could see an improvement in his blisters. The dressings were off, and the purplish-black was fading as new tissue took over. “Wakee wakee,” she whispered and touched his arm, remembering those biceps big as a grapefruit.


  His cornflower blues snapped open, and he grinned, fewer teeth every year, a side effect of nursing homes, where brushing was low on the list of priorities. Then again, on a bad day, she wouldn’t put it past him to bite a rough hand. “Terry, is that you? When’s dinner?”


  Had the Prednisone disoriented him, or had he had another TIA? “It’s Belle. Your blisters, remember? We finally got you a diagnosis and the right medication. You’ll be fine. Palmers are tough. Remember those Crusades.” Trekking from Scotland to Jerusalem and back bearing green fronds must have taken years.


  “Oh, Belle, stupid, stupid of me. Told you that damn skin doctor was senile, didn’t I?” With his voice strengthening, he blinked and rubbed at a crust in his eye. “But the food is terrible, terrible. Cold tea. Cold toast. Cold everything. Cornflakes. I hate cornflakes. Your mother never had a box of cereal in the house, except for oatmeal, and that doesn’t count.”


  “One strategy to get people out as fast as possible. But look at what I’ve brought.” Weight was not a problem for him. He’d dropped from two hundred to a healthier one-eighty since leaving Florida. The occasional sweet treat wasn’t forbidden.


  “Thank God. But only one?” he asked with a pout. She helped him manage the coffee and fed him small pieces of doughnut, wiping the jelly that dribbled down his chin. He was wearing a set of white whiskers. No time for amenities when nurses were being laid off. Hospitals expected the family to pull its weight. As for family, she was it. If he wasn’t out soon, she’d bring his electric shaver. Dignity was second only to comfort for the elderly.


  Mentioning the near-accident might agitate him. “Soon you’ll be back at Rainbow watching Alex Trebek, one of Sudbury’s finest citizens.”


  “Oprah, too.” He gave a cough, and she backed up on instinct. A frightening survey had showed that one out of three patients developed complications just from being in the hospital. Infections, even broken hips.


  Meanwhile, his roommate was watching a game show on a mini-television hanging from a metal structure. “Say, do you want a TV? I didn’t think about that.”


  “How much does it cost?” He narrowed his eyes, coughed again and was handed a tissue. She hadn’t snatched her frugality from the sky.


  “Never mind that. You’re a rich man. We’re riding a bull market, and the loonie is headed for the bald eagle. I’ll see to it. What about that cough, though?”


  He waved his hand in dismissal. “It’s nothing. Bad air in here. Why don’t they open the windows?”


  “Be glad you’re in the only air-conditioned hospital.”


  “I miss your mother’s cigarettes. Harold’s, too.” Her uncle had reached eighty on three packs of unfiltered Camels a day.


  On the way to the elevator, she saw a familiar figure. Dressed in a cashmere skirt and cowled sweater, Rosaline Silliker was exchanging air-kisses with a lady in a faux python-skin jacket. “Darling. You’re looking wonderful. How’s your father?” the snake woman asked.


  Rosaline gave a brave smile and arranged a shoulder bag. “Same as his father, I’m afraid. Congenital heart disease. Now a little stroke. They’re making him comfortable. He’s pain-free and cognizant. That’s something.”


  Belle felt a certain kinship with the woman and wondered if once again it wasn’t a case of withholding expensive procedures from the elderly. To paraphrase a neighbour, “We have the technology. We just can’t afford it.”


  After arranging for a mini-television at a maxi-cost, she saw a Sudbury Star on a table in a waiting room, folded it, and left the hospital. When she remembered about germs, she dropped it onto a bench for the smoking brigade.


  Monday morning after breakfast, she headed down the road. The rental, a bare bones basic Pontiac Montana, was a pale imitation of the sophisticated Sienna. And it rattled. No sign of Miss Liberty, the red Jeep in a hurry. A good omen for a good day. As soon as business hours opened, she called Robinson Automotive. The owner answered. “Saw your note on the windshield. That tow guy was right. It was the brake lines.”


  “Did you say lines, as in plural?” That sounded like serious damage. Was it that last accordion trail by Lake Penage?


  “Both of them cut neatly in the same spot.”


  Her stomach lurched. “Cut? Are you sure?”


  “One hundred per cent. This isn’t a case of kids fooling around. I’d say somebody doesn’t like you big time. Better report it to the police. Can you keep the van in a safe place? Next time it could be worse.”


  Told that the vehicle would be ready by five, Belle hung up. “Safe” was a problem. For once she wished she had splurged and built a garage, despite the extra property-tax bite. As for the suspect, she gave a bitter laugh, knowing she was non grata to one persona. Joey Bartko. No matter how she rationalized that she was unhurt and that the repair cost was minimal, it had been focussed, deliberate, and in a legal definition, attempted murder. Somehow he’d found out, perhaps seen her at the bulletin board or heard the buzz in the village of Skead. What had she unleashed when she’d played environmental cop? Would he be satisfied or ratchet up the agenda? Even were the charges proved, with the long delays in the court system, he might not go to trial for months, and certainly, he’d be out on bail. She needed advice, and only one big brother came to mind. She balanced peace of mind on one hand with a humiliating lecture on the other. The scale tipped toward security. She wasn’t a family of one.


  When she got to the office, Yoyo was standing by the front steps. At her feet were the shattered plastic remains of the Palmer Realty sign. She turned to Belle with a shrug. “Guess the bolts gave out. Lucky no one was underneath.”


  “I should have replaced it long ago. It’s over fifty years old. I’ll call Ernie’s Signs to get someone to haul the mess away. This is not going to be cheap.” She bent to examine the corpse. The bolts were rusty, but had they been given a head start?


  On a lunch break, she walked over to Tom Davies Square to the Police Department on the hunch that Steve might be in. As he rose in rank, he said that he spent more time typing reports than he did collecting criminals. She gave her name to the sleek brunette receptionist in the modern lobby, a world away from the typical jowlly sergeant high up on a pedestal platform in Thirties films. With shiny floors and glassed walls, it looked like a five-star hotel. Where did they hide the ne’er-do-wells?


  As a vase of mauve and burgundy carnations sent spicy fragrances into the air, the woman punched buttons on the phone. “A Belle Palmer here to see you, Detective.” Listening to his reply, she delivered a world-class smile. “He’ll be right out.”


  Steve appeared from a corridor to lead her back to his office. Nothing like the rabbit hole he’d once inhabited, a basement burrow crowned with asbestos-covered heating pipes. He popped a small bag into a sleek new bullet-shaped coffee maker. “A single cup at a time, but it’s great stuff. Jamaican Blue Mountain. Keeps me from drinking too much or inhaling sludge, too. One for you?”


  “I’m on overload already, thanks.” She took a seat in a familiar battered and duct-taped leather armchair that looked like it had seen duty during Mackenzie King’s tenure. “Couldn’t part with the old beater, eh?” she said, gyrating around a loose spring as he doctored his coffee.


  “It has my bum memorized.”


  “That is important.”


  His office was crowded with organized mayhem. Graduated piles, file cabinets open and ready, bulletin boards of Canada’s Most Wanted, and post-it notes on every available surface. The usual pizza box was in the overflowing wastebasket. On the wall were pictures of Heather, “graduating” from kindergarten, racing down a soccer field at Lily Creek, braids flying, and grinning from a roller coaster ride at Canada’s Wonderland. None of Janet. Understandable but sad. Was that what marriage was all about?


  Steve took a sip of coffee, placed the mug on a copy of Blue Line magazine, and said, “If you’re here about Gary, sorry to report that we’ve pretty much closed the book. It’s true that Ramleau liked the boyfr—”


  Seeing her eyes sharpen, he added, “I mean partner, but the time frame was too close.”


  “I heard that the questioning was offensive.” Belle drummed her fingers on the chair arm. “And how ridiculous. Mutt loved him. Seven years is a long time to be together.”


  He shrugged. “Take it from an old pro. Passions can run high in any relationship. I’ve had a few murderous thoughts about Janet, and she’d say the same.”


  “Oh, come on. Divorce is easy enough. No-fault.” Suddenly she felt presumptuous, pontificating on the subject, not to mention teasing the raw wound that was his union. Then again, she couldn’t recall any wedding she’d attended where the couple hadn’t split. All those toasters and blenders jousting in the marital settlement. Twenty thousand dollars would have fared better in mutual funds instead of bankrolling a wedding album headed for a landfill.


  “You know that spouses are always the first suspects.”


  “And the leading cause of death for pregnant women is murder.” Belle leaned forward. “But the time frame cleared him?”


  He opened a file folder, leafed through a few photocopies, and tapped a pencil at one entry. “June 5th. Malloy used his Visa in St. Catharines at eleven that morning gassing up. Got cash at the TD bank next. Nice camera shots. He’s one handsome boy. The Medivac helicopter that saw Gary’s body called in the report at two o’clock. Given the time to navigate around Toronto at high noon, up the 400, onto 69, and then over to Burwash, walk to the lake, kill Gary, then get to Sudbury and out to your road at...when did he call you?”


  “Kill Gary.” Frank enough, since Steve’s job demanded cool objectivity and time-slicing syntax. Friend to friend, bluntness was laced with tact as thin as the two per cent milk he’d added to his coffee. At least he wasn’t always talking about “perps”. Taking off her glasses, she massaged the bridge of her nose. “Points North was on the radio. Just after four.”


  “There you are, then. Couldn’t do it unless you were flying. And cottage traffic is thick in the summer. Wasn’t that a Friday, too?” He spread his hands in a fait-non-accompli gesture.


  Belle nodded, glad that Mutt would get no further aggravation. “Case closed, then. Thank God. An accident was bad enough. I came to see you about something else, Steve. My van was sabotaged yesterday.”


  “Broken windshield? Flat tire? Vandalism always rises when school’s out. Sorry about your new baby, though.” He’d taken her to a special roast and lunch at the Apollo when she’d signed the papers.


  She took a deep breath and told him about the severed brake lines. “I’m sure this all started when I called in a report to CrimeStoppers about someone who left garbage in the bush, and I don’t mean a cigarette butt.” Describing the mess, she paused, afraid to proceed. Steve was furious when she put herself in danger. But he had to know how she’d found a name. “Then someone gave me a tip.”


  “Really.” A muscle in his cheek twitched as he stared at her, and his voice was flat. “That restores my faith in humanity.”


  She dealt out the details, reddening at the humiliation of sneaking around passing out twenties, playing private eye at the airport. “It made me so mad. How would you like it if someone trashed your backyard? That’s the way I feel about the bush. I walk those roads during bug season, and now I never want to go there again. You know the municipal government. No one’s going to clean it up. And those tires are good for a hundred years.”


  “So you put up a notice that said, ‘Come get me, sucker’.”


  “But I only gave my cell—”


  Steve raised his large hand in an “enough” gesture. “We have to talk this out before it escalates. Listen up. The fact that he came to your place raises big red flags. Think anyone might have seen him?”


  Her neighbours, the McNairs, had opened their cottage that week and stayed for several days. Now that the leaves were out in the brushy area between their properties, her parking area was half-shielded. A greenbelt formed the eastern side. But people drove by all the time, and they loved keeping an eye out for activity. A leaning tree cut. A new vehicle. Roof repair. But what if he had come at night? “I’ll make a few calls. What about dusting the van for prints?”


  He shook his head. “Finding forensic evidence would be a joke, given that a hoard of mechanics worked on your van. We’re in luck if he has a record or, better yet, is on probation. Then I can yank his strings.”


  She sat back, feeling like she’d had that cup of coffee after all, its rich aroma turning to acid in her churning stomach. An adult’s version of the principal’s office. Steve was riding to her rescue yet another time. The big brother she’d never had. “Thanks. I owe you...as usual.” She felt like buying him a decent watch to replace his plastic Timex Sport, but wouldn’t Janet love that?


  The phone began ringing, and she rose to leave out of courtesy. He clapped her on the shoulder, giving it a squeeze that warmed her heart. “Just for now, even though it’s inconvenient, leave your van with the DesRosiers and lock your doors. If Joey’s behind this, he might be tempted to make a return visit.”


  “Should I keep my shotgun handy?” she said with a half-smile on her face, knowing that he suspected that it was unregistered. Belle found the cash-cow gun laws hard to swallow, even outside of Alberta.


  Shortly after five, Belle exchanged vehicles, then drove home and left her van at the DesRosiers’ for safekeeping. After dinner, she dialled the neighbours who lived farther down the road and might have passed her yard. Some were at their camps, some in town. No one had seen anything. A widow who didn’t like staying at the lake unless her family was there, Jeannie McNair spent only a few summer weeks at the lovely home next door. When she heard about Belle’s van, she tsked and said, “I was out working in the garden all afternoon. Rodney and I left after dinner and took the garbage with us. Those bears get into everything. Did you see the mess at Toivola’s?”


  “There have been a few robberies, too. Missing anything, as far as you know?”


  “We just opened up and got the water running again. The girls have too many dance activities to come out. Thank God they’re not into boys yet.” She paused as if in thought. “Rodney’s been looking for his chainsaw to cut a dead branch by the playhouse. Can’t find it anywhere. Of course, I told him he may have loaned it to someone last year and forgotten.”


  Belle hung up, digesting the latest news. Prowling for property and cutting brake lines were two different animals. Still, she began sweating despite the chill in the room. Was a cruel June frost just around the corner?


  TEN


  Belle had spent the evening devouring Mutt’s book. Her family had lived in Toronto since her grandfather had come from the Bowmanville area to set up a greenhouse on Runnymede Road in Lucy’s days. She pictured the massive, buttressed churches still anchoring the downtown, St. James and Trinity. The St. Lawrence Market. Allan Gardens. Union Station. The dowager hotels like the Royal York and its counterpart, the King Edward. The majestic Romanesque red stone structures of Queen’s Park. Historic villages like Rosedale and the Annex, layered over time. And finally, the brick, Gothic-style apartment still standing at Wellesley and Church where her parents had conceived her, the floors so uneven from settling that a marble could roll down the hall. So many landmarks had vanished since Lucy had seen the last milk-wagon horses clump down the streets. Belle smiled at the mention of Gish’s Orphans of the Storm, a silent classic Lucy had seen with her detective “beau” Wilfred Pearson at the ornate Uptown, one of Toronto’s since vanished regal theatres.


  Over coffee at six, having left the last pages until morning, she finally said farewell to plucky Lucy. Mutt had played fair with the reader and spun a tidy puzzle. She should have guessed that the friendly neighbour had connections with the rum-runners. Why not stop by on her way to work to tell him how much she had enjoyed it? After breakfast, she went outside and stared, trying to understand what was wrong with the picture. She slapped her head. No van.


  Hoisting her attaché case, she walked up the long drive and turned right as a mini-schoolbus chugged by. With a cool north wind forestalling the usual cloud of bugs, she inspected the ditches for the latest plant arrivals. The bracken was unfolding its tiny green fists alongside the leafy nautilus of the fiddlehead ferns.


  Half a mile later, she arrived at the DesRosiers’. Last night, when she’d told them about the damage, Hélène had urged her to stay over, but she treasured her independence. More precautions made sense. Little help the clumsy shotgun was, wrapped in a garbage bag in the basement rafters. Willie Mann, a snowbird neighbour, had hinted that he had a .22 Saturday Night Special for dispatching skunks and coons. Should she borrow it until this mess was settled?


  At the kitchen window, Hélène waved her in, but Belle shook her head and pointed to her watch. Coming outside with a plate, her friend handed Belle a bran muffin, steaming in the cool air. “Were you okay last night? I’m worried about you, not your van.”


  Belle suspected that the muffin was made with Sugar Twin and slathered with Becel, but she took a large bite, wiping the yellow product from her chin. Another triumph for Hélène, though Ed needed the diet, not his wife, slim in her purple velour robe. Savouring the plump raisins, Belle mmmm’d approval. “I was fine. Not a sound out of anyone, even my resident bear.”


  “We’re used to that. Human beasts worry me more.” Hélène’s pleasant face amid greying curls reflected concern. “Why not stay here for awhile? Freya’s welcome, and the guest bedroom is yours. Remember our gin rummy games?” She gave Belle a quick hug, passing a scent of lilac talcum.


  “This is very temporary. Steve’s working on it. I expect to hear from him any minute.” Not true. Steve had a job to do, and putting out her fires shouldn’t be a priority. The DesRosiers were guardian angels, but their guest bed left a spine begging for chiropractic adjustment. She’d probably gain ten pounds from the meals as well.


  “Did you get your garden in yet?” Near the small oak tree decorated with juice-bottle bird feeders, Hélène pointed to her neat vegetable and herb patch, finely tilled and planted with stakes bearing seed packages. “Last night it was only three degrees. Too close for comfort. I had a couple of old sheets ready.”


  “I was frosted twice last June. This weekend, maybe.” Too many diversions. If she didn’t get underway now, forget all those luscious zucchinis, beans and tomatoes. She felt like the laziest girl in town next to her neighbours, but retirement afforded far more than forty extra hours a week, what with the travelling time.


  Accepting a refill for her car mug, Belle drove off. A few minutes later, she pulled into Mutt’s yard. He said he rose early to write, leaving the afternoon free for plotting. Where did he get his ideas? She couldn’t imagine sponging up life’s experiences. Eventually, he had to fabricate something. Perhaps that was the genius of a successful writer, weaving facts with fiction. Yet even this little road had a plethora of characters in search of an author. Two convicted child molesters, one for each sex, a suicide, a husband returning like Ulysses after thirty years, one motorcycle death, suspected incest, countless cases of adultery. And that was only the public total.


  From the passenger seat, she picked up the trade paperback with a cover picture of Edwardian row houses, admiring the studio photo on the back, the confident pose, the casual tailored clothes. Mutt must fend off advances from both sexes and anyone in between. The dedication read, “To Gary. It’s about time.” Brief and heartfelt. What an irony, considering that it had run out for him so soon.


  With no boathouse, the red canoe was overturned down on the beach, paddles on top. Since Mutt was staying for awhile, it might be fun to take a run down the lake, visit Flowergull Island, Bear Inlet, check the progress of the blueberries on the sunny banks of the shore. A picnic could be arranged, and her 1.2 horsepower motor would save their sweat. Then, out of a corner of her eye, she spied movement in the burning bush bed, one of Maureen’s hard-won prizes, zone five, closer to Barrie. Dirt was flying in all directions. She hustled down a wood-chip path and caught Buddy in the act. “Hey, you! Go bury your bones next door!” she yelled.


  She waited until he had skulked back to Strang’s property and made a mental note to give old Bill a call. Mutt was too polite to lay down the law. Stepping onto the covered porch, she peered in through the handsome blue door, its top half-stained glass. Only darkness. Maureen had no bell, so she knocked loudly. No answer, even when she repeated the gesture. Puzzled, she checked around the side of the house, where the car and truck were parked. Was he in the shower? How embarrassing if she let herself in and he strolled out in a towel...or less. Had he gone on a walk on the paths across the road? She noticed two wine bottles in the recycling box. Getting into the sauce to lubricate the wounds of such a devastating loss, or merely making up for a restless night? Looking in impatience at her watch, her foot tapping, she considered the choices. Should she come back after work, or leave the book? The skies were massing with overstuffed clouds edged with silver, a predictor of thunderboomers. The porch might get wet. Too intrusive to open a friend’s door and slip it in? Time was ticking by.


  She tried the door and found it unlocked. Mutt was adopting country ways, but in view of the break-in, a bad idea. As she entered and shut it behind her, the air seemed heavy and burdensome. She took a few tentative steps. An invisible hand clutched at her chest, and her eyes began to sting. Though the air was clear of smoke, she surveyed the fireplace. Swept clean. What was the heating system? Belle shook her head to clear her memory, recalling that Maureen also had a propane furnace. In the confusion of sorting information, feeling her knees weaken, suddenly she knew something was terribly wrong. Propane was essentially odourless, so producers added a disgusting smell for safety. She detected nothing but thought of that Falconbridge Road billboard with the cartoon character. Carbon monoxide fumes. The Silent Killer. She prayed that he wasn’t inside, but the odds weren’t favourable. “Mutt! Mutt!” she screamed at the top of her lungs as her hands grabbed the back of a kitchen chair for support. All was ominous silence. Fear charged down her spine like an electric rod, and she knew that if she didn’t get out now, she’d drop where she stood.


  She wheeled for the porch, leaving the door open and taking great gulps of air, bending over, arms braced on her knees. Her temples pounded as she forced herself to think, shoving the instinct to panic to a remote corner of her brain. Don’t waste time calling an ambulance. By the time it arrived, Mutt would be dead, if he was still inside. She had to get him out. Yet it was suicidal to charge up the stairs to the master bedroom, only to asphyxiate herself. She’d take it in logical steps. Open the windows. Flip on the overhead Casablanca fans. Come back out. Breathe. Return. Open the back door and more windows. Turn the furnace off at the control by the fridge. She knew the layout by heart, had seen the blueprints and remembered each stage as the classic log home had been an entertaining creation on the road.


  Breathing through a wet towel might allow her to reach the upper floor, she thought as she came out the third time. She couldn’t hold her breath all that way, much less haul back a body. A body. A shiver prickled her neck. Had he already joined Gary?


  Windows open, a dishtowel soaked at the sink, Belle had completed her work downstairs. Already the air seemed lighter, a cool north wind blowing through the cross-ventilated windows, their chintz curtains pulled aside. She tied the wet towel around her mouth and nose like a bandit. Then she charged up the stairs, bruising her leg as she slipped on the slick, varnished wood. The thick banister was a solid round of pine, impossible to grasp. Reaching the landing, she raised the window, pressed her nose to the screen and gulped in fresh air. After re-situating her mask, she turned. Six more stairs, two at a time. To the left was the master suite, complete with jacuzzi. Her eyes wild with terror, she rushed in.


  Like Henry Wallis’s Chatterton on the daybed, alabaster skin shining, Mutt lay on his back, one arm draped over the side of the king-sized memory-foam mattress. Soft beige flannel sheets and a patchwork quilt covered him from the waist down. With a fierce cry, she flung open the windows and switched on the overhead fan. Had she been wrong not to call the ambulance, or was it already too late?


  She tossed back the covers and reached forward, shaking him, momentarily heartened at the warmth of his shoulder. Instead of the red she’d expected, his impassive face was oatmeal pale, and he didn’t respond. If alcohol had compounded the poisoning, he might never come around. She had to move him, and fast. What did he weigh? One fifty? He was only a few inches taller than she but muscular in his navy silk boxer shorts, his well-defined chest smooth as a girl’s, the vaunted six-pack testimony of workouts. A lion’s head tattoo fit perfectly on his right pectoral, where perhaps a lover would admire it. The air was no longer pressing on her chest, so she moved quickly and with less panic. Tightening her towel again, she went to the large bathroom for a glass of water, returning to splash it onto his face, fashioning Byronic curls in his dark hair. No way could she haul a dead weight out of the room, down the stairs, and outside. Maybe she should have canvassed the nearby houses until she found someone home. Tears of doubt stung her eyes. Finally, she got a moan in response, then a cough.


  “Wake up, Mutt. There’s a gas leak.” He was alive, but with every passing minute, chances for permanent damage increased.


  “Wha?” His head lolled on the pillow, chiselled jaw slack, drool ribboning from his open mouth.


  She pulled his arm and felt a slight resistance, a good sign. “Get up, or I’ll have to drag you down the stairs.”


  Suddenly he lurched over the side of the bed and vomited into a pair of sheepskin slippers. She held his shoulders to keep his windpipe free. Then he was on his knees, and she was urging him out of the room. When he fainted on the stairs, she blocked his fall and eased his awkward weight down to the living room, wincing with each bump. Like most women contemplating the ravages of age, never had she imagined gravity as her best friend.


  The air was finally safe. She sensed the difference and breathed deeply, forcing every molecule of oxygen to recharge her blood. Twenty-five more feet to the kitchen. With her knees trembling like Olive Oyl’s, sweat poured down her face and trickled along her back. Thankful for the polished oak floors that Maureen kept slick as a bowling alley, she yanked Mutt by his shoulders the last yards to the porch, bumped him over the threshold, and placed his head on a throw pillow from a wicker settee. Her lungs were wheezing with exertion. Each muscle flamed with lactic acid, and her lumbar region gave a warning twinge. Her head felt balloonish, detached from her body, and a troubling nausea roamed her stomach. A reaction to the gas or trauma? Every minute counted now. The temperature had risen a few degrees, but unclothed, he was in serious danger of hypothermia. Having saved him once, was she placing him in more danger?


  The brisk wind swirled dead leaves around the yard in mini-tornados as a car sped by on the road, leaving a cloud of dust. She ran back for an afghan from the sofa, then for insurance, grabbed a heavy canvas coat from a Victorian hall tree and covered him. Still, the porch floorboards were cold. She rolled him onto a dog blanket snatched from the van and placed him in the recovery position.


  Choking back a sob, she hunted for the cell phone in her console. A chemical taste coated the back of her mouth, and her nostrils were scorched with acid. For a moment she thought she was seeing double then realized that her glasses had fogged with sweat. Shoving them back onto her head, she squinted as she dialled 911. Driving Mutt to the hospital, even if she could get him into her vehicle, wasn’t going to revive him any faster. In her frantic state, she’d probably land them both in a watery ditch on the swamp flats.


  “A man on Edgewater Road has propane gas poisoning. Or carbon monoxide, whatever. The address is 1565.”


  There was a pause. “Which Edgewater Road do you mean?”


  Belle rapped her temple. As a realtor, she should have remembered another Edgewater Road near Long Lake.


  “Sorry. Up the west side of Lake Wapiti.”


  “Is he conscious?”


  “He came to for a moment. Now he’s totally out. Breathing but not responding.”


  The female voice was deliberate and calming, part of the job. “Keep him warm. Stay on the line.” She put Belle on hold for thirty seconds, an eternity. “A unit’s just leaving Radar Road after a false alarm. Arrival should be in twenty minutes. Have you turned off all the appliances? An electrical spark could be dangerous. And I hope no one’s smoking.”


  Shivering from fear more than cold as she hung up, Belle gathered herself around Mutt to share her warmth and form an unusual Pietà. She held his hand, compact and artistic, monitoring his stuttering pulse. His face was too relaxed, flat-featured. Gentle slaps or shakes failed to bring him around. She lifted one flaccid lid and saw his eye rolled back like the baby elk’s. “Help is coming, Mutt. But please talk to me. What about Lucy? Will she marry that policeman, or is she just pumping him for information?” Crazy ideas like driving a mile down to the Proctors, where she knew asthmatic Joyce kept bottled oxygen, crossed her feverish mind.


  For some reason, singing seemed like a good idea, and she began a soft version of “I Dreamed I Dwelt in Marble Halls”. When the thought of a mausoleum rose, she switched to “The Minstrel Boy” then to “The Wearing of the Green”, some of her mother’s Bing Crosby favourites. With his Irish background, Mutt might be familiar with the melodies. It was common knowledge that coma patients responded to touches and sound.


  On the lake, a cigarette boat surged by, leaving a wake of rolling waves pounding the pebble beach. Lakefront was so picturesque. Everyone wanted to live there but usually couldn’t imagine the pitiless nature of high water, especially when roused by wind. She realized that her mind was rambling again.


  Soon the welcome siren of the ambulance punctuated the air, rising and falling with the undulating hills and curves. The vehicle slowed, turned into the yard and backed up toward the porch. A wiry young man with a pencil-thin moustache and a short blonde woman, both in trim navy uniforms, hustled out and rolled a gurney out of the rear.


  “Thank God,” Belle called, then eased away and hovered at the perimeter, watching every move as an omen.


  The young man readied the stretcher, and the woman peered into Mutt’s eyes with a penlight, next listening to his heart and firming her mouth at the results. What did that mean? Could he have damaged his cardiac system? In quick, efficient motions, an oxygen mask was affixed. Only then did Belle notice the bluish tinge of his skin. “His face is so...I mean I thought that—”


  “Cyanosis. That cherry-red reaction is very rare.” She listened to his heart again. “Have the defibrillator at the ready, Jim.”


  Trying to tune out the scolding chitter of an affronted squirrel in the cedars, Belle stood by, hugging herself. In the distance, thunder rolled, and a fat raindrop splashed onto her face. “Will he be all right? I mean will he have any serious damage? I don’t know anything about gas poisoning.”


  The woman touched her arm, sending comfort with warm brown eyes. “It’s roulette with these cases. Pray, if it’s your habit. Good thoughts always help.”


  With Mutt blanketed in the ambulance, the paramedic jotted particulars on a form, then said with a polite frown, “Sorry to ask, but is there any reason to think that this was a suicide attempt, ma’am?”


  “Usually people use cars or ovens, don’t they?” Belle folded her arms in a defensive posture, not sure whether to be insulted for Mutt or confused. “It was an accident with the furnace. A leak or something.” But knowing how regular Maureen was about maintenance, that made little sense. And despite his devastating loss, the idea that Mutt would or even could fool with a furnace to turn a house into a gas chamber was ludicrous. Why hadn’t the alarm worked?


  “Best get someone out here right away to fix it, then. You don’t want a fire on top of this.”


  Belle felt a flash of heat across her brow, despite the cold, wet morning. A fire? She’d only turned off the main switch. What now? Follow Mutt to the hospital? Not without calling Campeau Heating. He couldn’t return to the house until repairs were made. A crash of lightning brought a deluge of rain as she ran for the porch. And on top of a headache that was turning her brain into a clothes dryer filled with running shoes, she had a client due in twenty minutes. Quickly she dialled the office and told Yoyo to apologize and ask the woman to wait. Since she had an extra key for the house, she went to the basement to hit the main furnace breaker then locked the doors behind her.


  In the habit of summer storms, the rain had stopped as quickly as it had started, leaving a smear of blackflies on the windshield. Halfway to town, Belle remembered that she had left the windows open. Changing lanes with this distracting thought, she was nearly creamed by a tandem of pulpwood.


  Her arrival at the office after twenty-five minutes of low-level flying found Yoyo doing her nails, pots of primer and polish laid out with orange sticks and files, a major production. To Belle, nails were a tool, not an adornment that ate up time and broke when opening a jug of washer fluid at minus thirty. Living in the north, she’d abandoned fashion and beauty for clean and warm and had no idea where her iron lived. She hung up her trench coat and got a coffee. Maddened with worry about Mutt, she felt like talking. Yoyo didn’t need a long-winded history about her relationship with Gary, but she could provide some commiseration about today’s disaster. Came with the job, as Miriam knew.


  “That appointment rescheduled for tomorrow anyway, so no sweat,” Yoyo said, peering at her. “You don’t look so hot, pardon me for saying. Time of the month?”


  “I wish.”


  Hearing the scenario, Yoyo put her hand to her mouth, then realized it was fresh with paint and began waving it dry. Her round, bottle-green eyes saucered, the light brown tapered brows shaped like tiny rice-paddy hats. “My cousin went on a winter camping trip near Elliot Lake. Ran a propane stove in the tent and never woke up. Left three kids under ten. His widow should have sued the ass off the manufacturer. Sure would in the States. Canadians hate to rock the boat.”


  Biting off a patriotic retort because she half-agreed, Belle recalled canoe trips where she had cooked inside a tent amid torrents of rain. “I hope my friend’ll be okay.”


  “Sure he will, honey. Big strong men always are.” She flexed a mock muscle.


  Yes and no, Belle thought. Once her father had been a powerhouse who used to carry his daughter on his shoulders. Age asserted its dominion, even though it beat the alternative. She dialled Campeau with a pitiful helpless-woman tale and received a solemn promise to meet her later at the house.


  Around noon, they ordered pizza, agreeing to share a medium shrimp scampi. Seafood was brain food, high-fat mozzarella aside. Yoyo washed down a bevy of vitamins with her large chocolate milk. “Folic acid,” she said, holding up a pill bottle. “Can you believe that it cuts the risk of Down Syndrome by eighty per cent? This little one’s getting kid-glove care.” On her desk was a copy of What to Expect When You’re Expecting.


  As they munched, Yoyo presented the monthly figures, looking good for a change with the freshening summer sales. Interest rates were low, and diversification of the local economy had fuelled a demand for housing. Belle had finally paid back the temporary loan she’d taken from herself to rebuild the dock, a dubious business practice. “So compared to last year, you’re up a couple thousand this month. Do I get a raise?”


  Replying with the same bland non-committal expression she gave Miriam at that nagging question, Belle turned to the wall calendar. How well she knew the long lean months of fall and winter, feeling like a stunted northern red squirrel husbanding nuts. With her luck lately, she’d forget where she left them. She watched Yoyo re-file the material, a slight pout on her heart-shaped face. “How’s your mom doing?” How rude that she hadn’t asked, as if no one else had problems.


  Yoyo tapped her sharp nails on the desk in the rhythm of a snare drum. “She paid her fine with bingo winnings, the rascal. Runs in the family, I guess. But given her health, this won’t go on much longer.”


  At the coffee maker, Belle stopped in mid-pour. “Is she ill?” With that wicked cane, the woman had looked capable of fending off a rutting moose.


  “Naw. It’s immaculate degeneration. Those dark glasses. She’s losing her vision.”


  “Imm...” Belle gave a small gasp, blinking aside the annoying floaters that had begun to plague her, a sign of aging, the cocky young optometrist had said. Helen Keller aside, blindness seemed the cruellest fate. “I’ve heard of that. There’s no treatment?”


  Yoyo’s padded shoulders sagged. Today she wore an imitation blue leather skirt and top, silver epaulets and a zipper up the front of the jacket, at the crest of the décolletage instead of an inch below. Perhaps impending motherhood was turning her from coquette to Madonna. “They have a treatment for the wet kind. That’s hers. But Ontario is one of the few provinces that won’t pay the shot. Too expensive or something. How much is your eyesight worth?”


  “Cheap bastards.” Belle had seen American ads trolling in major newspapers. Focussing on MRIs, virtual colonoscopies, and other scans that often took months to schedule, they encouraged wealthier Canadians to jump the queue.


  When Belle called later that afternoon, the nurse at Emerg related only that Mutt was being seen. Given her appointment with the furnace technician, visiting him was out of the question. Belle hustled home at four, meeting the Campeau cube truck at the mailboxes and letting it play stalking horse for outgoing traffic. Maybe Miss Liberty was heading this way. She gave an evil chuckle. Jeep vs. truck today at the demo derby. Place your bets.


  The truck slowed, as if to double-check the address on the green metal sign, then pulled in. She introduced herself to Colin, according to his name tag, who carried a heavy toolbox as he eyeballed the house with approval. “I see all the windows are open. Smart move. I don’t want to walk into no Texas-style gas chamber. Good reason never to smoke on the job.” His grey eyes crinkled at his joke.


  “How often does this happen?” Of the three central heating systems, propane seemed cleaner than oil and certainly less expensive than electricity.


  The grizzled man rolled a toothpick around his mouth with machine-tooled precision. “Over three hundred people a year die in the U.S. and Canada from carbon monoxide poisoning. Boats are a real killer.”


  “Boats?”


  As a guttural roar assaulted their eardrums, they turned toward the lake, where a jet-ski was doing doughnuts as mindlessly as a ladybug in a lampshade. Colin added, “Cabin cruisers. Gets a bit chilly on August nights, and on goes the furnace. Faulty ventilation’s a killer. No regulations up here.”


  After Colin had gone inside, she roamed the gardens that had won Maureen first prize in the Skead Horticultural Tour. The rose beds were producing shoots, and by the house a delicate clematis had begun its shy drift up the lattice. The tulip and daffodil bulbs had peaked and should be deadheaded.


  As she sat on the porch wondering what to do next, Belle pulled out the cell phone and called Emerg again. This time she was told that Malcolm was still in critical condition and had been moved to Laurentian Hospital. Hadn’t he regained consciousness? A pause. “I’m sorry. That’s all I can tell you. Are you a relative?”


  “No, I—” Then they were disconnected. She heard a croak and looked up to see Raven, the Trickster in Ojibwa mythology, hang-gliding the thermals and playing with a fellow bird. Normally she enjoyed the antics of the bird that amused itself, but all she could think of was Mutt. This sounded bad. She should call someone, but whom?


  Twenty minutes later, Colin came out and walked to the side of the house, where ten-foot grey-green junipers, mugho pines and climbing roses lay in dense beds. He hunted one way, then another, tipped back his faded cap and scratched his head. “Where’s the damn exhaust? Plants are so thick, I can’t see a thing.”


  Belle laughed. “I think it’s behind the lattice. The owner wants an authentic log-cabin look.”


  They inspected a squared box set out from the wall and floored with gravel. Inside were the clothes dryer vent and another polystyrene pipe. Colin unscrewed the lattice panel, brushing aside dead leaves from the Virginia creeper. Though the pipe angled downward, it seemed blocked. As his fingers probed, material sifted to the ground. Shaking his head, he rooted manfully with a straightened coat hanger and began clearing the pipe.


  Curious, she joined him, wrinkling her brow. “Yuck. What is that stuff, and more to the point, how did it get there?”


  He held small shards of what looked like cotton, paper, leaves and pink fibre insulation. “Mouse nest. Little buggers half-wrecked my RV once. Transferred the insulation to the kitchen drawers for their litter. They can find the smallest hole.” Then, with a grunt of disgust, he flung the material into the forsythia bushes.


  “I have a propane furnace too. Maybe I should check it.” She shivered to think how easily a tiny creature could imperil lives.


  “You’re okay as long as you’re using it regular. The mouse takes the hint. How about this place? Folks been on vacation?”


  “The family left over a month ago. Someone else moved in, but it’s been very warm until last night. If it got below twenty, the furnace probably came on.”


  He cleaned his hands with a towelette from his toolbox. “It’s unusual, but if Mickey, or rather Minnie, was a six-pack short of a two-four, there’d be time enough to build a nest.”


  “So is the house safe now?” When Mutt was released from hospital, and surely he would be, he had to go somewhere. How long did it take to recover from gas poisoning? Should she ask him to stay with her?


  Colin opened a pack of gum and offered her a chew, but she shook her head. “I’ll clamp on a grid to prevent this from happening again. Then you’re off to the races.”


  She had a final thought. “What about the propane alarm?”


  He shrugged. “Dead batteries. I replaced them.”


  As he prepared to leave later, Belle gave him a cheque for a hundred and fifty dollars. “Got any more of that mesh?” She’d fix her own vent.


  With a wink, he clipped off a square for her and saluted. Belle stood in the driveway. No time now to drive back to town to the hospital, especially when Mutt might still be unconscious. But his family should be told. Sadly, he’d never mentioned them, except to say that they’d refused to come to his wedding. Where did they live? Hadn’t he said that they had a cottage in Muskoka? Blowing out a breath, she checked her watch. Six. Freya would be waiting. At the very least, she should give the house a quick search for an address book.


  First she closed the windows, then went to the den, where on a large walnut table, he had set up a spiffy green iMac and a printer. A couple of DVDs read Wellesley Street Whistler, dated early in the year. Over on a roll-top desk were a few small field notebooks of Gary’s as well as a yellow pad with what she imagined were Mutt’s observations about the research. Determined to think positively, she gathered them up. On returning to consciousness, he might appreciate having them. Where would he keep his contact numbers? In his computer? She tried to boot up, but it was password-protected. Luckily, the desk drawer held an old address book with Gary’s idiosyncratic angular writing. Her name wasn’t in there, but why would it have been? In the M’s, she found a Megs Malloy in Hamilton.


  Belle didn’t relish giving bad news, so she took a deep breath before picking up the phone and dialling the number. Time for a working person to be making dinner. A thin, nasal voice answered.


  “I’m calling about Mu...Malcolm Malloy.”


  “I’m his sister. What’s this about?”


  Belle told the story briefly, without sugarcoating the prognosis. “That’s all I know. Hospitals won’t release anything specific except to immediate family, and then usually only in person. I didn’t have a number for his parents.”


  “I can tell them, if that’s your worry.”


  “When he...comes to, he could use some support. After all, he just lost his partner.”


  “I guess that’s the acceptable term, but it sounds like a cowboy movie. Anyway, Mother and Father haven’t spoken to him in years.”


  “Maybe it’s time to mend fences. He could die.” She felt like pushing the limits but was painfully aware that she might be scripting a prophecy.


  Megs sighed, then seemed to be thinking, muttering to herself. “Dad’s been diagnosed with late-stage prostate cancer. He doesn’t have much longer. I guess I should come up. It’s a hell of a drive, though. A cowpath from Barrie, I hear.”


  Belle’s opinion of Megs was growing frosty as the dilemma unfolded. Someone needed to be at Mutt’s side. The woman could stay at Maureen’s now that the furnace was fixed. “Not quite. They’ve four-laned fifty more kilometres. Should be finished about 2025.” To simplify matters, Belle gave directions to the business, where she could provide a map and a key to the house. Did Mutt’s sister look like he did? She certainly didn’t have the same warm personality. What kind of a name was Megs? It reminded her of a rabbit. Yoyo, Coco and Mutt. Was she writing the screenplay to a Little Rascals comedy? She turned for the door and realized that she was ravenous. Time to go home and fatten up Porky.


  ELEVEN


  The next morning, Belle sat at her desk sneezing as dust motes roiled in the strong sun coming through the window. “How about some dusting, Yoyo? I gave you a Swiffer set.”


  “Sorry, out of sight, you know. I’ve never been house-proud. Mom handles that.” Yoyo went to the cabinet, slipped on a fresh cloth, adjusted the wand with elaborate gestures and made a show of covering every surface, humming Faith Hill’s “This Kiss”. Belle shared her opinion of the joys of cleaning. They both should own naked little non-shedding Chinese cresteds.


  The clock ticked past two. Megs was overdue, but traffic might have delayed her on such a long trip. On a sheet of foolscap, Belle began drawing a simple map to the lake. She had mixed feelings about meeting the woman.


  On a break, Yoyo slurped a yogurt drink and flapped a tabloid. “Unreal. Do you know a woman had cosmetic surgery to resemble a cat? And even worse, a guy wanted to look like a snake. So he shaved his head, got scale tattoos, and had his tongue cut in—”


  “Enough already. The Island of Dr. Moreau come to life.”


  “Right, I heard about those islands where the rich and famous go for secret operations.”


  Then the door opened, and in came a woman in her mid-thirties, her eyebrows arched like Gothic windows, giving her a perpetually surprised look. Her upper and lower lips appeared to belong to two different people. “I’m Megs Malloy,” she began, planting herself in front of Yoyo’s desk as she scanned the area. “I thought this was a business. What do you sell here, anyway?” Her snarky voice implied that they were running a Ponzi scheme or rerouting Nigerian spam.


  Clearing her throat from across the room, Belle drew herself up, still six inches from the woman’s height, always an unpleasant sensation. Her eyes flashed to the patent-leather stiletto boots. How did she drive in them? “Belle Palmer. As I told you, this is a realty company. We specialize in cottage properties.”


  “Then where’s your sign? My father always said that a business without a sign is a sign of no business.”


  Belle and Yoyo exchanged glances. “It, uh, blew down in a storm. It’s taking awhile to replace. Custom work.” And about two thousand dollars. Ouch.


  Against her will, Belle stuck out her hand, finding herself enveloping a two-day-old mackerel. Retrieving it, she wiped off the moisture on her back, then pasted on a smile.


  Megs frowned at her surroundings and gave an obvious shiver. She wore a purple linen tunic over pink tights and a long-sleeved turtleneck. Her unnatural ash-blonde hair hung in layers, kissing her shoulders, a casual look running to the triple digits. A monogrammed suede bag rode her shoulder like a bandolier. With a pointed motion, she checked her watch, a slender diamond model that flashed “old money” in Belle’s eyes. “That traffic was outrageous. People up here drive like bloody maniacs. I’ve got to settle somewhere and put my feet up. A nap. Then a meal. What decent restaurants are nearby the house?”


  Belle smiled at the naïveté. “You’ll have to pick something up en route. Going down the Kingsway, you can find Greek, Chinese and the usual chains. There’s also a small supermarket in Garson a few miles later with an LCBO next door.”


  Megs gave a cursory glance to the map Belle provided, then pulled out a pearl compact and scowled at herself in the mirror. “Can I use your little girls’ room?”


  Belle pointed toward the back. “You may.”


  As the woman left, Belle and Yoyo issued a dual groan. “As you can gather, that’s Mutt’s sister.”


  “Shut up!” Yoyo’s voice rose in pitch, and she made a scoffing gesture with her hand. “How did she get Michael Jackson’s nose? And did you see that forehead? Botox city. Some people don’t know when to stop.”


  Belle straightened, wondering if she had heard correctly. “Did you tell me to shut up? What the—”


  Yoyo gave a merry laugh, covering her mouth to contain herself. “Not that. It means, like, are you serious?”


  Belle returned to her desk, feeling a few bones squeak. She knew why she was comfortable with Miriam; they had the same set of references. “Some of us...older folk might get the wrong idea.”


  “Hey, even Julie Andrews says it in The Princess Diaries.”


  “A good reason to watch I Was a Male War Bride instead.”


  Yoyo attacked her keyboard with a passion. “Oh, you and your old movies. My mom told me about those black and white ones. Boring.”


  Hair moussed into respectability and fresh fuchsia lipstick applied with a trowel, Megs returned. “I’m out of here. I have your home number from last night. If anything’s irregular, I’ll call.”


  This isn’t the Harbour Castle Hilton, Belle thought, and I’m no concierge, lady. She said, “You might want to visit the hospital now. It’s forty-five minutes to the lake.”


  “He’s still in a coma, isn’t he? Or do I need an update?”


  Belle replied, “Last I heard. That was this morning.”


  Megs closed her purse with the snap of a mousetrap. “I’m much too tired. Tomorrow is another day.”


  “But you never know. Maybe by tonight he’ll–”


  “Listen here.” Megs put one hand on her snake hips and with the other stabbed her finger like a striking cobra. “Before I got into local politics as a councillor, I was married to an ER doctor. The usual treatment is to put the subject into a hyperbaric chamber to clean the gasses from his blood...if you country folk have one here in the back of beyond. As for a coma, the brain often needs a rest after a trauma. Perfectly natural.”


  Not perfectly natural to be so nonchalant, Belle thought, as she clenched a fist on her lap. And what kind of a person thought of a patient as “subject”? It reminded her of the terminology used in Nazi death-camp experiments.


  As Megs headed for the door with an impatient stride, Belle added, “The Lavoies have a lovely house. You’ll be quite comfortable. But they’re on a septic system, not a sewer. Don’t flush any paper and especially not tampons.”


  The stricken look on Meg’s face was worth the ugly scene that had preceded it. “Then what do...”


  “You’ll figure it out.”


  Finishing at five thirty, Belle braved rush-hour traffic down Paris Street en route to Laurentian Hospital. If Megs wasn’t going to check on Mutt, she would, and see her father at the same time.


  George Palmer looked flushed but happy. Despite his earlier complaints, he’d polished every compartment on his dinner tray. Once he knew what to expect, he adapted. “I’m going home in a few days,” he said. “Skin’s nearly all better.”


  She inspected his arms and hands. Not perfect, but the blisters were drying up and heading for recovery. Why did it take a crisis like this, at the prohibitive costs of a hospital stay, to diagnose an obvious condition? She felt like filing a malpractice suit against Dr. Vonnie.


  Knowing how he relished a good story, she told him about Mutt and the accident.


  “Are you rounding up the usual suspects?” His eyes twinkled, and he rubbed his gnarled hands together. From a past rich with silver-screen whodunits, he liked to dramatize events.


  “No, this really was an accident. I saw the mouse nest myself.”


  He gave a small cough. “Your old beau and now this man in the same week? Sounds like a bit of a coinkydink. Edna Mae Oliver would know where to poke her long nose.” The Penguin Pool Murders was one of his favourites. He identified with crotchety James Gleason.


  She gave him a kiss and made a lunch date for Tuesday at Rainbow Country. In Mutt’s room on the next floor, a wren of a dark-skinned nurse was changing his IVs. Belle tiptoed in, the smell of a recent Lysol application strong in her nostrils. Yet in the corner, an olive from someone’s tray had rolled to a stop. “Is he...conscious?”


  The woman cocked her lustrous black head as she affixed the lines, tapping them for air bubbles until she was satisfied, then making a note on his chart. “He’s come up another level. His blood work is good. I thought I heard him mumbling earlier. That’s a good sign. Somebody called Ben. A friend or relative?”


  “I don’t know. We just met recently.” She looked at his athletic form, covered by sheets, now weak and vulnerable. Someone, perhaps a female aide admiring his beauty, had given him a recent shave and applied a soothing balm from the bottle on the bed table. Outside, she could hear cheers from a kayak race on Lake Ramsey. “Is this the first time you’ve seen carbon monoxide poisoning?”


  The woman nodded, checking a round watch pinned to her uniform. “But I read about a tragic case in the States a few years back. A whole family. The father told their GP that the ancient furnace was faulty, but he said they had the flu and sent them home. Next morning they were dead, all five of them.”


  How lucky Mutt had been, Belle thought. She drew closer and laid a hand on his shoulder, careful not to brush the tubes. “You’re close, Mutt. Keep trying. Swim back to us.” And who is Ben, she wondered, brushing a tear from her cheek and taking a tissue from the dispenser. An old flame? A pet? Megs might know. No doubt they’d meet again, despite her best efforts.


  Aneetha, according to her name tag, ran a gentle comb through Mutt’s clean hair and gave a girlish sigh. Belle saw no ring on her hand. “I shouldn’t say this, but he is a gorgeous man, isn’t he? I’ll keep a special eye on him for you.”


  On the way home, Belle let the speeding Francophones pass her in droves on Radar Road as they headed for Valley East and Hanmer, fertile plains of potato fields, berry farms, and newer subdivisions. Her father would soon be going home, so to speak. He hadn’t complained that she didn’t sit with him for hours on end. Work he understood. Only at seventy had he reluctantly retired, and a year later, the company had begged him to return. As for Mutt, his condition sounded guardedly optimistic. On the darker side, Megs would be descending soon enough.


  Before turning onto the Airport Road, she noticed overflowing boxes of petunias lining the driveway to Freskiw’s Greenhouse. She pulled in past the tree and shrub selection, went inside, declined the hanging baskets for twenty-five dollars a pop, and filled a cart with six-packs of ready-to-go vegetables. June 12, now or never.


  At seven, she opened her front door. As she stood on the deck while the dog streaked out, Belle noticed something strange about her garden. It was prepared in rows as neat as a packet of pins. Minutes later, she hit her answering machine. A message from Hélène: “Got Dad a tiller for his quad for an early Father’s Day, and he had to try it out. He’s done every garden this end of the road.”


  Her friends had come through again. Stressed from the long day, Belle felt no compelling urge to cook. She popped a beer as she opened a friendly blue box. Kraft Dinner, comfort food, with a side of sliced low-fat Spam sprinkled with sugar and fried to a crisp. Typical camping fare. She compensated for the cholesterol bomb by adding a salad of avocados and the delightful mesclun mix which reminded her of the days when only iceberg bowling balls rolled down the alley to Sudbury.


  The heaping plate was ferried to the video room to watch Walk on the Wild Side. In 1962, MGM had been uncommonly gutsy to present the doughty Babs Stanwyck in an implicitly gay role as the madam of a brothel and the lover of lithe Capucine. A stalwart man had to appear to “save” Capucine, but in noir fashion, the exotic French starlet’s character died in an accidental shooting. Later Capucine said that she might have been interested in the queen of the screen, but that Stanwyck had been otherwise engaged. How tragic that as a victim of depression, the stunning Capucine had committed suicide at fifty-seven by leaping from a tall building in Paris.


  In bed that night, Belle noticed Gary’s pocket notebooks, which she’d taken for Mutt and left on the dresser. Curious to see if she could make sense of his jottings, she began reading them in order, cross-referencing them with Mutt’s observations. How meticulous Gary had been in documenting habitat, time and place, temperatures and weather. But where was the one with the dates from his final week? Had he gone camping somewhere, perhaps at nearby Killarney, the jewel of Ontario’s parks, with its blue lakes and white quartzite mountains? The last time they’d talked, just before his death, Gary hadn’t mentioned taking time off. Somehow she felt an intimate contact with him in these letters from the grave. Feeling nostalgic, she hauled out her senior yearbook to find his one message to her.


  In the centre of the right-hand cover page, the place of honour, she read his parting words like visiting Sybil in her cave: “It’s been an interesting relationship. But we’ve had support from dozens of genuinely concerned and benevolent sources—so how can we lose? The psychological ramifications are truly magnificent; quite a study. May the Higher Being bless you.” The message, contrasted with all the usual puerile good wishes and in-jokes of other friends, had confused her eighteen-year-old brain. Higher Being? She’d never met the word “ramification”, and what about that show-off semi-colon? Considering that she hadn’t heard from him after their prom date, the “so how can we lose?” now struck her as a bit cruel, and the condescension was galling, despite the hint that he knew about her network of information from his so-called friends.


  As Freya snored on her sheepskin, Belle sat back in the waterbed and did a slow burn, as much at herself as at him. Had she had no pride? What an embarrassment she’d been, sneaking around on his street in the dark, digging grass from his lawn to plant in her mother’s rose garden, preserving that dried carnation. She filled the shot glass with scotch and sipped slowly. How much had he known or suspected? All her friends had been sworn to secrecy, but that meant nothing. A similar obsession today could lead to a restraining order. Instead, he’d been faithful to his temporary role.


  A gale rushed through the bedroom. She closed the patio doors and cranked the window to an inch. Then shivering, she hauled out the down duvet from the closet to buttress the patchwork quilt she used June to August. Northerners never knew when the weather had a custard pie up its sleeve.


  The next morning, every inch covered with clothing, even her socks pulled over her pant cuffs, and her hands sticky with dope, Belle donned her bug hat and began to plant the garden. The heavy white cowl flowed onto her shoulders and had the murky face screen of a nuclear clean-up crew.


  Freya kept shaking her head until Belle took pity on the crusts tipping her velvet ears. “That’s enough punishment, girl,” she said and took the dog to the basement patio doors, shutting her inside.


  Sweating in her Canadian burqa, she sat on the edge of the thirty-foot-square wooden crib, site of the old cottage, sorting herb pots of summer savory, thyme and basil when she heard an odd scuffle behind her. Something sniffed at the back of her neck. On instinct she froze. A wangy smell twitched her nose, then came a gentle butt. No question as to what had come calling. It wasn’t Bigfoot.


  TWELVE


  Should she leap up and yell? This bear-aversion technique worked well at a hundred feet. Playing dead was a tactic for grizzlies. Like an automatic camera shooting five times each second, Belle stared at the lake, the dock, her rockwall, pictured herself sprinting to the boulders then forced into the water, still icy enough to kill. Bears were exceptionally fast, and not only did running excite the prey drive, but they were excellent swimmers with more padding.


  The moment drew into eternity. Then as she felt consciousness slipping away, Freya began a frantic bark. Dog noses were 500,000 times as sensitive as a human’s, the olfactory part of the brain a sizable lump. She’d smelled the beast through the open windows, and her claws scrabbled on the sliding glass doors. There was a huffing sound and a series of retreating thumps and scritches on the patio stones. Barely breathing, daring to turn at last, Belle watched her furry boyfriend disappear up the driveway and across the road, galumphing in a fluid and graceful manner like Jackie Gleason dancing his bulk in a slapstick routine.


  Her lungs were threatening to break through her chest, and sweat stung her eyes and pooled under her arms. Hyperventilating, she flung off the hood and flopped down heavily on the grass, lowering her head between her knees. It had considered her and found her wanting, a choosy beast.


  When her pulse dropped to one hundred, a dyspeptic chug sounded, and a ramshackle truck bounced down the driveway. Cyril from Ray’s Firewood had a delivery of ten cords of maple. He gave her a wave, then positioned the truck carefully so that when he lifted the box, it wouldn’t hit the overhead wires. A squeal from the hydraulics, and out thundered the wood chunks. “No short cuts, I promise. Want me to pile it, too, madame, or do you need the exercise?” he asked, making a mock bow.


  Curly-headed Cyril was a Francophone in his late fifties. Laid off when Canadian Pacific shut down their Capreol engine shop, he’d been too old to retrain and instead made a living at one of Canada’s oldest professions, hewer of wood. She never begrudged him the forty bucks for the piling. He was a demon with his hook, and her back would thank her.


  Belle felt heat flush her face, still winding down from her tryst. One leg was shaking, and she batted at it to behave. Sweat still trickled from her temples despite the cool breeze. When she tried to reply, her voice stuck in her throat. “Sure. I...have to go to town now, but I’ll give you the cash. Ten per cent government discount, right?”


  Cyril cocked his head at her, his grey work clothes pressed with sharp creases and a bandana tied around his neck, revealing a patch of chest hair. “Feeling all right? Look like you had a scare.”


  “You could call it that.” She described her close encounter.


  “Moi, I’ve had plenty meetings when I go pick the blueberries.” He made himself a few thousand selling Sudbury’s bounty to middlemen who sent the baskets south. “And a friend of mine years ago, Eino Kallimaki, he got eaten by a bear.”


  Belle willed her confidence to return to normal. “Come on. A bite maybe, but not eaten.” Bear attacks were rare, but sensational. A female jogger in Quebec had been killed a few years before by a mother protecting her cub. Two boys in a tent, their clothes stinking of fish, had died in Algonquin Park.


  He gave a Gallic shrug, lit up a cigarette and offered her one, which she declined. “Went checking his trapline down in the old Burwash area. Some thirty years ago. Never should have been off on his own. Losing it upstairs. He had angina, too, so we were thinking maybe the heart gave out. Could be the bear didn’t actually kill him but just cleaned up later. They like that dead stuff, charogne.” He waved his hand in frustration. “The English, she’s—”


  “Carrion,” said Belle. If she didn’t get over this, the bush was closed to her. How many times did such a close encounter happen in one lifetime? Burwash, too. Hadn’t someone else mentioned an accident down there?


  While he set to work, singing a tuneless song in time with each thwack of the hook, she looked at the sky and remembered her own chores. An hour later, the vegetables stood in promising rows. With luck, a gentle rain would start the germination process. No time now to set up sprinklers. Showering off and dressing in a crisp beige pantsuit, she left for town.


  En route, she saw Strang’s rusty Mazda truck in the yard and pulled in. He was splitting birch by his woodshed, Buddy dozing in the sun on an old tarp. Strang’s small but choice property, bought by his father in the post-war period before the road had even arrived, had an ancient clapboard cottage, sleep camp for kids, and an old-fashioned wooden swing set. Giving it an eyeful, she figured that the lot itself might bring eighty thousand. The buildings would be razed. “Progress,” and she was part of the process.


  “Bill, I need to talk to you about Buddy.”


  Setting down his maul, he spit out a long chew of tobacco in expert fashion, clearing the chopping block. “That guy next door complained, eh? Shouldn’t have shut the door on him, but I’d had a few. Truth is, Buddy chewed his rope again. I need to get him a chain.”


  Belle blinked at his response. Normally on a wave-only acquaintance, he was friendlier than she’d expected. Like the rest of the neighbours, she’d gone to his wife’s funeral and made a donation to the Heart and Stroke Foundation. “I have a light metal chain that might serve. My boathouse is open. It’s hanging on the wall by the life jackets. Maureen will kill me if anything happens to her garden.”


  He nodded. “ ‘Preciate it. He’s not a bad dog, just following his nose. Half-Lab.”


  “I don’t know if you’ve heard about what happened...to the men next door.” She gave a brief précis of the two incidents.


  “Saw the story about the one that drownded. But the other guy, too? Tuesday, you say?” He rubbed his chin, a heavy growth of whiskers discoloured like old ivory. His nose resembled a poorly peeled potato. “Jeez, that was the night I ate something gave me wicked cramps. Caught a bass off the dock and didn’t gut it fast enough. Got to going at both ends.”


  This was more information than she needed. Swallowing, she glanced at his leaning outhouse, facing Maureen’s property. Class Five septic system. With a raspy scream, a red-tailed hawk swivelled on the drafts, eyes tuned to the possibility of a rodent dinner.


  Bill wiggled a finger in his capacious, hairy ear, then wiped it on his overalls. “Back and forth all bloody night. Might as well have brought a pillow. That’s how I seen the car pull in.”


  Was it Mutt coming back from the show? “A Prius?”


  “That silly, half-electric golf cart? Watch him try to start her at minus thirty-five. Naw. It was a nice white Buick. Showed up under the full moon. Thought it was odd. Parked at the end of the drive. Maybe got lost and went down to get directions, but at two in the morning?” He gave her a crooked smile, his top plate missing-in-action. “I was sick as a poisoned pup. Wasn’t thinking straight. No way in hell I could see the license or who was driving. But I love those Buicks, and I know that shape like the sweet curves of my late wife.”


  Belle drove off more intrigued than before. The idea that someone had been visiting Mutt seemed unlikely. Had he met someone in town? But why the furtive behaviour of the driver? Meanwhile Gary’s research was in limbo. At the first stoplight in Garson, she had a sudden idea. What about going to the Ministry herself? That Silliker woman had been helpful.


  Back home by late afternoon, she sat at the dining room table and sorted the mail. With the sun returning, a double rainbow had formed across the lake, putting the pot of gold at the airport. Then her phone rang.


  “What kind of a zoo is this? I took out some trash and saw a wild beast cross the road. A black monster. You never mentioned bears,” Megs said, her voice tremulous. “Do you shoot them or call Animal Control?”


  Belle laughed, remembering the Ministry’s huge wheeled cage parked at the turnaround last June. They’d nabbed their boy in a few hours, lured by hunks of smelly meat, and packed him off to points north. “If one broke into a camp, maybe. Maureen has a locking garbage box, but you’re better off keeping smelly stuff in the freezer until trash pickup on Tuesday.”


  “How primitive.” The shrill voice rose like a V-2 rocket. “I don’t feel safe. Coming up was a big mistake. Maybe I’ll leave in the morning.”


  My mistake, too. Belle looked at her watch. Freya was scrutinizing her empty food bowl, a crease of annoyance on her brow. No way in hell was she asking this harpy to stay with her, but she was interested in what Megs knew about Gary’s past, sordid though it might sound through her filter. “Stop worrying. No one on this road has ever been killed or even injured by a bear. And Mutt will be glad to see you. Family is important.”


  When Megs whined about forgetting to pick up groceries, Belle took pity on her. “Plenty for two here. Why not drop by for dinner around seven?”


  Megs agreed with surprising haste. Hanging up, Belle slipped in a CD of Mary Martin in Hello, Dolly, advising Walter Matthau that “On cold winter nights, you can cuddle up to your cash register. It’s a little lumpy, but it rings.” That line had made her smile at sixteen. Romance had never been on her to-do list, despite a few Gary look-alikes at the U of T, a stuffy physicist with a yappy Jack Russell and an angst-ridden psychologist, who’d said she reminded him of his dead sister. Giving all to her career, she retained independence but missed the partnership that bonded the DesRosiers, and Mutt and Gary.


  Meanwhile, she did a frantic tally of her cupboards and freezer. Rainbow trout marinated in light soy, ginger root and garlic for the BBQ. A rice pilaf. The asparagus from Burwash. All in half an hour, vacuuming the high-traffic paths included and running a towel around the dusty living room. Now for some calming music to sooth the savage breast or beast. Sprightly composers like Delius and Delibes.


  A mauve Infiniti rolled silently into the lot as Belle peered out the TV room window at 6:59. Megs arrived at the door soon after bearing a bottle with a VQA label. “Call me patriotic. I drink nothing but Ontario wine. This one has a rating off the charts,” she said, sweeping in dressed in slender designer jeans and a chartreuse silk shirt. When Freya trotted around the corner of the hall, she shrank back. “Aren’t these dogs banned?”


  Belle nudged her pal aside, giving a hand signal to cease and desist. “You’re talking about pit bulls. A well-bred shepherd is a pussycat. Bad dogs have bad owners.”


  They walked past the compact kitchen, where Belle gave the bottle a second look. A cabernet/merlot reserve. Thirty-five dollars, if she remembered the bin correctly. Megs turned to the stove, touching the grey handle of a pot, picking it up and peering underneath. “Martha Stewart? I love her cookware. Did you get this up here?”


  “Half price. When she was in jail, Sears panicked and discounted everything.”


  “They’re a bit small, but you’re not cooking for a family.” The woman craned her neck toward the living room, perhaps expecting a tour of a home in the hinterlands.


  Choosing to accept the comment as an observation, not a judgment, Belle noticed the mass of welts on the woman’s face. “Need something for those bites?” she asked.


  Megs paddled her thin fingers over the angry skin. “I was outside only for a few minutes. Allergies. The Benedryls I took should kick in any minute. At least the medicine cabinet was stocked.”


  Belle left her for a moment and returned with a white tube. “Try this. It stings a bit but eases the itching.”


  Megs began dotting herself with the ammonia-based product, wincing as she proceeded.


  “We’ll be eating on the deck. It’s practically bug-free right now thanks to those natural-born killers.” She pointed at a helpful squadron of dragonflies as they exited the patio doors, helicoptering around like delicate bats. A square wooden table on rollers had been set with placemats, her Santa Fe-style dishes and flatware, and centred with a miniature vase of lilies of the valley, their aroma sweet as Dior perfume.


  She went back in to pour the wine, tasting a sip and getting a shock. For the first time, she found an Ontario wine acceptable. Blackberry and pear overtones. Now she’d have to bring out her prized Amarone, should a second bottle be required. She arranged a ceramic platter of smoked oysters, a slice of brie, and buttery crackers full of trans-fats.


  Returning, Belle clinked Megs’ glass as they sat. “To Mutt’s recovery.”


  Megs nodded in approval as she scanned the lake, her lips smacking at the wine. “This view is lovely. One compensation for living outside civilization. Those tiers with crushed stone and shrubs are attractive. How do you get a gardener to come all the way out here?”


  “The same way I get the maid and butler.” Belle forced a smile. “Think what it would cost in Toronto. And you can’t even swim in Lake Ontario. They close the beaches every second day.”


  Megs’ mouth screwed into a semi-colon. “Sometimes you can nearly walk on it, though. That’s why the hydrofoil to Rochester went belly-up.”


  A dry sense of humour. Maybe the woman wasn’t a total loss. “Sooooooo,” Belle opened with as casual a pose as she could manage, “I knew Gary from high school, but we...lost touch. How did he meet your brother?”


  After nibbling an oyster, Megs finished the glass, picked up the bottle, and poured another. Belle winced at the rapid consumption.


  Megs tried to crease her brow in thought, but the injections fought the effort, leaving it smooth. “Let’s see. It was about eight years ago. Mutt was engaged to a gorgeous debutante. Related to the Eaton family. He’d been at Upper Canada College. She went to Havergal. Had her coming-out party after graduation.”


  Break-the-bank tuition. And debutante “coming out” of what? Belle’s eyebrows rose at the mention of the family behind Canada’s fabled flagship department store. “Really? What happened?”


  “The wedding was all planned for after Mutt got his MA. St. George’s Country Club in Etobicoke. Lovely historic place. Honeymoon on Nevis. Then a house in Rosedale. So generous of Brittany’s parents.” She gave Belle a knowing nod. “Mutt could have written full-time. None of those humiliating sessional jobs at Mohawk teaching Bonehead Grammar to future veterinary technicians.”


  A death sentence in itself. Belle took a cracker and a slice of the creamy cheese. “Then he backed out? Must have taken quite a lot of nerve.”


  “I wish he’d known his own mind from the first.” Megs shook her head. “It was embarrassing. Then Father cut him off without a dime.”


  Belle felt her pulse accelerate as fast as a mallard taking off at the crunch of a fox on the shoreline. “That seems extreme.”


  “You know the older generation. But even I was confused. Brittany Crawford was so beautiful. And very sweet, too. I did charity work with her, finding homes for abandoned Yorkies. What was he thinking? He didn’t even give it a try.”


  Belle lifted an eyebrow. “I call him brave. Even today, there are social pressures to conform to the so-called normal family unit. At least he didn’t marry her, have a few kids, and then bail out. And his relationship with Gary was stable. Seven years, wasn’t it?”


  Megs gulped the last from her glass. “Do you think he and Gary were a poster couple? They had some battles royale.”


  “Gary? I can’t believe it.” But the boy of eighteen was not the man in his late forties.


  “Listen, far be it from me to talk against my brother, but he’s always spent everything he made. Carpe whatever. Made Visa rich. Dad bailed him out now and then. But Gary was quite thrifty, cheap even. They were always arguing.”


  Belle thought of their dates. A movie, a hamburger. Her father’s complimentary passes to theatres. She’d been so enamoured that a simple picnic in his company would have been as good as a steak dinner at Barberian’s.


  “Lord, what a day. Those bites have stopped tormenting me. I think I’m finally relaxing.” Megs drained the bottle, pointedly waiting for the last drips and sucking them like mother’s milk. Her hand was none too steady, and the roadmap of veins in her eyes glowed pink. “Thirsty girl. I’m going to need a refill.”


  “Me, too.” Belle got up with reluctance and brought back the Amarone, a hefty 14.5%. They both ducked from reflex when a giant yellow plane roared overhead, heading north across the lake.


  “What in Christ’s name is that?” Megs cried.


  “Ministry plane. It picks up water here and takes it to a forest fire.”


  “Don’t tell me I have to worry about an evacuation, too?”


  “The airport nearby is command central. That plane could be heading for somewhere a hundred miles away.”


  Megs took a deep draft of wine, without savouring the rich aroma or commenting on the full body of leathers, tannins and plum the label promised. “Where was I? Oh, yes, their arguments. You don’t have to look at dear Malcolm twice to see that he’s film-star material. He did some modelling during university. Toronto Life magazine. And you know that territory.”


  Where was this heading? “Are you talking about affairs?”


  Megs waggled her finger, flashing a band of emeralds. “You’ve seen him. What do you think? Men followed him like the pole star.” A light burp escaped her lips, and she patted herself on the chest like a naughty baby.


  “He was mumbling something in his sleep. It sounded like Ben. Any friend or relation?” Belle asked.


  “Certainly not family. But friends? You might say we ran in different circles,” she said with a haughty turn of her head.


  The last bite of salad went down with a bitter taste unrelated to the arugula. Megs finished everything on her plate and mentioned that she hoped the trout wasn’t fish-farmed. “All sorts of worms and parasites.” Then she gave a pointed sniff, rubbed her nose and asked for a Q-tip.


  Belle used them to clean the water-filter containers. “In the bathroom cabinet. Lower right.” Megs tottered off for a few minutes on a mysterious mission.


  After dinner, during which Megs slurred her words and laughed at everything, even comments about the weather, they moved inside to escape the night chill. With her bare feet on the blue leather couch, Megs drank a coffee with Courvoisier and had fallen asleep when Belle returned from the bathroom. An icy cloth got the woman up and into her Infiniti, Belle bracing the storkish body with one arm. Megs slumped in the seat, lipstick smeared on her mango mouth, while Belle rummaged through her purse and found the keys, starting the motor with a delicious purr. What were we driving here, half a bungalow? Leather seats, probably heated. Directional program. Like the cockpit of the Challenger in wood grain.


  At Maureen’s, her back screaming, Belle deposited the woman onto the couch, tossing a blanket over her, placing her keys and purse in plain sight. What kind of shape would Megs be in tomorrow to see her brother, she wondered? The last half-mile of the walk home, the air hit her like a tonic. At least the star show was worth the trip. Without the bowl of city lights, Ursa Major flexed his claws toward Lynx, while Ursa Minor watched from above, learning lessons from mother. Lynx and bear she understood, but what about Drago lurking between? There were no dragons any more, except in human form.


  So Megs recalled no Ben, hardly surprising given the family estrangement. Once at home and in bed, Belle picked up the notebooks, some water-spotted pages, a tiny fly wing, hazards of the field, trying to decipher the scientific jargon, the abbreviations perhaps only Gary understood. Water PH numbers done on site. That she understood. Acid and alkaline. Something about diatoms and daphnia. Far from the city and never in the destructive plumes, the water should be healthy. Colour was no indicator, though. Lakes clear and blue as sapphires had a high acid content.


  With a gulp, she came to the day that he had found the dead baby elk, the first albino he had seen. “No sign of the parents in the herd I observed near Pine Mountain. No obvious damage on the body. Slightly underweight. Dead less than a day,” he had written. Sad, but exciting. Question marks appeared, and a word was repeated, but the ink was blurred. She squinted, cleaned her reading glasses. Test? What was the word? Bent? No, benthic. Then benthos. There it was again. She saw that Mutt had jotted it on his yellow lined pad, along with a “Min? Go back?” This made her sit up and reach for a drink. Had he been able to return to the Ministry as he’d intended? Most important, when he came to, would he recall the thrusts of his analysis?


  Nearly eleven, an hour past her bedtime. But she couldn’t resist the puzzle. Freya rolled her head up and gave her a sharp look as Belle levered herself out of the waterbed. Downstairs in the computer room, she searched her Oxford dictionary but couldn’t find either “benthos” or “benthic”. Scanning past Benedictine, Bengal and Bennett Buggy, a car pulled by horses, named after the Depression-era Prime Minister, she stopped and gave herself a neural rap “upside the head”. Though at first, it might have been a logical assumption, “Ben” was not a person. As she thought about booting up and accessing Google, vampiric winds were shaking the ancient lines that linked Alexander Graham Bell to Bill Gates, slower than molasses in January, as her mother used to say. She’d use the high-speed access at the office.


  As Belle turned in, she shivered and got up to close her window. Temperatures had dropped to less than five degrees as a sudden Arctic blast from the northwest rushed across the lake like a killer tornado. Too late now to cover her plants.


  THIRTEEN


  The unseasonably cold weather had merged with the warming lake to brew up a pea-soup fog the next morning. Belle could barely see twenty feet as she inched along Edgewater Road, braking for the occasional stupefied grouse freezing at her approach, then making a roadrunner dash. No letup until Radar Road, she knew from experience. Planes were grounded, the radio said. Then she switched it off to concentrate on driving, appreciating the fog lamps’ eerie glow. As she rounded the corner at a stretch bordering a swamp, she slowed and blinked to appreciate the rare moment.


  Standing beside a cedar log was a majestic blue heron, cloaked like an exiled king to a romantic eye, but in all practicality, merely seeking a frog. Solitary diners often guarding their territory, they became more social in heronries during egg-laying time, when they built their massive twig nests on dead spars. Though the majority of young herons failed to reach their first birthday, survivors were often good for over twenty years. Perhaps this one had lived in the area longer than she had. She recalled lines from Charles Sangster’s ponderous “The St. Lawrence and the Saguenay”. “All night the Fisher spears his finny prey;/ The piney flambeaux reddening the deep...Like grotesque banditti they boldly sweep/ Upon the startled prey, and stab them while they sleep.” As if reading her intrusive thoughts, the heron ruffled his feathers and lifted off into the haze on purple wings, wispy streamers in his wake. Only then did she notice that behind a flattened stand of scrub willow, a vehicle lay wheels-up in the shallow water twenty feet from the road.


  Abruptly, she pulled over and punched on her flashers. The last thing she needed was a collision. Should she use her cell phone to summon help or wade in like a maritime Samaritan? Seconds counted. Plunging into the shallow, stinking muck, she winced at soaking her sneakers, pushing aside the burred grasses which tugged at her pants like tiny goblins. Small hillocks provided purchase for marsh marigolds, their cheerful yellow-globe spring announcements long gone. The icy water crept to mid-thigh. A splash made her yelp before she saw the dark olive box of an alarmed turtle scrabbling over a log. Small comfort that Ontario had only one poisonous snake, the Massasauga rattler, a diminutive creature located farther south. Her shoes sucked mud with each step. For purchase, she grabbed at a sturdy clump of reeds, cutting her hand. Sedges have edges. Closing in, she recognized the red Jeep. Miss Liberty, an accident whose number had been called at road bingo. Would the door open, or had the crash bent the frame? For an irrational and guilty moment, Belle wondered if wishful thinking had become reality.


  Visibility was poor, but the Maglite in her van would have confused the issue with its reflections. Belle glanced up. Amid dull patches of fog, the insistent sun was clawing itself a window. In the front seat, a young girl about her size hung upside down, still in harness, long honey hair trailing in the water, her pale, expressionless face inches from drowning. An eerie glow came from the dashboard, green footlights to a drama. Wrenching open the door on the fifth pull, Belle tugged on the belts, trying to find the clasp. The device refused to release its burden.


  Damn it. Why mmmmmeeeee? Her teeth chattering like the taps of a three-toed woodpecker, she slogged back to the van and seized a Swiss army knife from the glove compartment. Back at the Jeep, standing on ice-block legs, she braced the girl with one arm and sliced with the other. As the body came free, Belle supported her against the side of the vehicle. In this awkward embrace, she felt the beating of another heart. The cold water shocked the girl back to consciousness, her sparkly-shadowed eyelids fluttering as she kicked out in confusion. “Huh? Where am I? I’m friggin’ freezing!”


  “No place you want to stay. Let’s go to my van.” Belle helped her to the road, marching together like Napoleon’s defeated army, crushing the fragile pink, hexagonal flowers of the bog laurel, and eased her into the rear cargo area, covering her with the handy dog blanket.


  She could hear small whimpers as she called 911, and her heart raced. The girl might have suffered internal injuries. Pulling her from the swamp had been a calculated risk the same as rescuing someone from a burning car. If she had vertebral problems, would Belle face a lawsuit? So much for the Golden Rule.


  Before launching into a lecture about driving habits, she’d better check for injuries, ask a few definitive questions. Belle moved into the back of the van beside the girl, trying to ignore the organic goop that coated the carpeting. She tried to wiggle her toes, but the effort was painful. Flicking on the overhead light, she looked at the girl, now strangely silent. “What’s your name? How do you feel?”


  “ZZ Bryant.” Pulling the blanket closer as she shivered, she brushed back her sodden shoulder-length hair. She wore a skin-tight, V-necked cashmere sweater and hip-hugging jeans that began four inches below the waist, leaving a swath of fishbelly-white skin. One ear sprouted five rings, the other a pearl stud. A tattoo of a black rose circled her belly button and matched the dark lipstick. Clunky purple Doc Martens loaded with swamp muck were on her feet. Then she rotated one arm with a wince. “I’m okay. But Mom will kill me for flipping her Jeep. I’ll be grounded until graduation next June. Maybe even longer. And I was getting a trip to Europe.” She sniffed and rubbed her pug nose on her sleeve. Mascara dribbled down her high cheekbones.


  Only seventeen? And Belle Palmer collected another eccentric name. “How is that spelled? Zee Zee? Like Zsa Zsa? Are you partly Hungarian?”


  “Just the two letters. My mom wanted me to have a cool name.” Her bee-stung lips reminded Belle of Clara Bow, the silent era’s Angelina Jolie. Collagen treatments already? The Yellow Pages were stuffed with cosmetic surgeons at a time when people were waiting two years for a new hip or knee.


  Grateful that the conversation seemed to reveal no ill effects, Belle narrowed her eyes and introduced herself, feeling that she represented the sane neighbours. “Listen, ZZ. I’ve seen you on the road, and you drive like a total idiot. Frankly, I don’t care what you do to yourself, but I don’t want to meet you head-on or get forced down an embankment. In a strange way, especially since you’re not hurt, I hope this accident is a wake-up call for you.”


  ZZ’s lower lip quivered. As an affectation, it was effective as hell. Adding that shy dimple made her a drop-dead-cute manipulator. But she reminded Belle of Miriam’s spoiled mini-poodle with a handmade four-season wardrobe.


  “It wasn’t my fault. I swerved to miss a fox. I’m always late for something. We live so far from town.” She shrugged and gave a sigh. “Guess I have a heavy foot. I got a ticket last week. Paid for it the same day so that Mom wouldn’t find out.”


  On a roll, Belle leaned forward and tapped her knee. “This might be the time to fess up, clean the slate. Your mother will be so glad you’re unhurt that she’ll forgive you. And by the way, Jeeps are known for their instability on curves.”


  ZZ managed a smile and looked at her reflection in the window, frowning as she ran a hand through her dishevelled hair. “Some of those ETs are cute guys. Did you get my purse?”


  Not long after, the ambulance made yet another turn down the road. ZZ was headed to the Emerg for a thorough examination. She had answered the paramedic’s questions, and there were no signs of injury other than the sore shoulder from the belts. Belle marked the spot in her mind. A bad banking angle had caused her to swerve into a snowbank here last winter during an ice storm. Still, ZZ had probably been doing over eighty kilometres per hour. She gave Miss Liberty’s sorry vehicle a salute. Ave atque vale. Future home: Rock City Wrecking.


  Freya was sleeping on the hall rug when Belle returned and woke up with a snort. “Fast day or what?” Belle said. Stripping off her smelly clothes and runners, she took them to the laundry and put them on “soak”, with a dab of bleach. Then she went upstairs for a shower, a fresh outfit, and a bandage for her hand, which was stinging from the sharp sedge.


  An hour later, when she arrived at the office, Yoyo looked up with a devilish expression. “That Steve Davis was here. Wants you to call him back. Where you been hiding that man? He’s a hunk. Reminds me of an old boyfriend who joined the Mounties. Six-foot-two, eyes of blue. Too bad he got his old girlfriend pregnant with triplets. Better her than me, though.”


  Belle sorted her mail, a frown tickling her brow. Like Miriam, this woman knew which buttons to push. Another side effect of having no mystique. “Really, Yoyo. He’s married.” Not happily, she neglected to add, fearing further speculative comments.


  Diamond chips seemed to glitter in Yoyo’s smile. “Big feet, too. And you know what they say about a man with big feet.”


  A trap was being set, but crabby about the day so far, Belle was not in a teasing mode. Jokers had to run their course. If they sensed a weak spot, they plunged in the skewer and twisted it. “I give up.”


  A roar of laughter erupted as Yoyo slapped the desk. “Big shoes!”


  Then she stood and stretched, her small belly shielded in a tasteful dirndl skirt with a peasant blouse. Flats, too. Belle glanced at the calendar, nervous about Miriam’s delayed return. What if Yoyo was farther along than she’d stated? At this stage, pregnant women loved inviting people to feel the baby move, but Yoyo issued no invitation, perhaps sensing her employer’s disinterest. Women took their cues from their mothers, and Terry Palmer had never cooed at babies. Now if Yoyo had been a German shepherd...


  “Ooo, my aching back. And I have to pee every fifteen minutes. Don’t ever get pregnant.” She went to the coffee machine, hoisted Belle’s cup, got a nod, and made one for each of them.


  “It’s nearly too late for that, but I promise not even to get married, not that there’s any connection these free-wheeling days,” answered Belle.


  “You’re missing out, sweetie. When you find the right guy, it’s the greatest job on the planet.”


  Where had she heard that before? That annoying television advertisement, as if good male parenting could be legislated. Their merriment over for the moment, Belle reached Steve on his cell. He was starting off for Algonquin Bay to pick up a suspect in a recent confectionery robbery. “No worries on Joey Bartko. He has bigger problems than trash dumping, and he’s skipped. There’s a warrant out for him for passing bad cheques in every bar in town and failure to appear. He did some time a few years ago for running a meth lab in the bush, so this second offence will put him on ice. His mother in Skead swears he hasn’t been around, but it’s just a matter of time before we track down his last living cousin or no-account trailer-trash friend.”


  “Thanks for the update, but I’m not sure I feel that safe. I mean he’s still on the loose, after all.” Didn’t Steve get the point? Or was it that he’d never been physically afraid in his life?


  “Then move into town. You said it’s getting too crowded out there anyway. Might as well have the conveniences of civilization.” His voice was speeding up, as if he had other business on his plate.


  “I appreciate your help. Give Heather a hug. Maybe you can bring her out for a swim in July when the lake warms up.” She pulled back from the disturbing drift of the conversation like the retreating horns of a slug. Steve’s lecture was on the mild side, but she didn’t feel like defending her lifestyle on a weekly basis. He’d relax only when she moved next door. Wouldn’t Janet have a cow...or an elk?


  That night after grabbing a hot beef sandwich platter at Rudy’s on LaSalle, Belle turned into her drive later than usual. Darkness had pooled in the corners of the yard. Hélène had come down to feed and water Freya at six. On 105.3, the only station she could pick up in the last few miles, the radio was blaring Anne Murray’s “Snowbird” in a Canadian top hundred contest. “Spread your tiny wings,” she bellowed as she exited the van with a pirouette. Then her voice trailed to a whisper as she froze halfway to the deck. Was that a vehicle parked under a spreading maple or an optical illusion? The matte battleship grey sky bore no moon, and an eerie absence of wind gave the landscape a shadowless, two-dimensional effect. Her gaze swept the property as the hairs on her neck rose, and cerebral neurons left her legs waiting for directions. No weapon, no backup. A perfect time to regret that she hadn’t enrolled in tai chi. Like a trapped animal, she calculated the logistics. Too far back to the van. No man’s land.


  She dropped the attaché case and rushed for the stairs. Once the door opened, her guard dog would come to the rescue. The slavering jaws of a ninety-pound shepherd, grey-muzzled or not, were quick persuaders. “Freya!” she screamed. But as she gained the deck and barking started, a rough hand reached out and grabbed her ankle. She fell, twisting in an iron grip, her shins bruised and lacerated.


  “Not so fast. You and me got business, babe. Or maybe you should butt out of mine.” Smoke dribbled from his pinched nostrils.


  One billion, give or take a million, synapses in her brain pointed to one man. “Bartko.”


  “Joey to my friends. But you’re not on my Valentine’s list. Nosey bitch. What’s the skin off your nose if I dump some shit in the fucking bush? That’s what it’s for, stupid.” He coughed up a loogie and discharged it onto the deck.


  “Let’s talk about what you did to my van.” Speaking loudly, she heartened at Freya’s maddened barking, aware that the dog heard their conversation and knew from the tones that it wasn’t friendly.


  “Prove it. You got dick-all on me. Accidents happen.”


  Backlit by a peach-melba glow lighting the western sky, Joey was a paunchy forty. He wore a Harley Davidson T-shirt that bulged over a studded leather belt, baggy jeans slit at the knee, and unlaced work boots. His thin, dirt-brown hair was either slicked back with gel or needed a Comet dip. He was a polluter, a cheque kiter and a drug dealer. Careers close enough to assault and even rape. What was in store for her? Her frantic eyes glanced at the unlocked door. She needed only to distract him long enough to open it and unleash the canine tornado.


  As a broken-toothed grin spread over his face like a disease, he squeezed her arm. Belle winced but didn’t beg. Tomorrow there would be a bruise. What about a tomorrow, period? Junk psychology told her to keep talking. “You got me good on the van. That was smart. You must know cars.”


  He snickered and flicked his cigarette, which spiralled off the deck onto the gravel, then pulled her close, grinding his hips against hers. A stale male-musk smell came wafting along, as if he bathed once a week at gunpoint and changed his clothes when they shredded off. “Damn right. I’ve beat the system all my life. And don’t bother telling the cops about this friendly visit. Even if they do find me, which they won’t, I got a hundred gold-plated alibis for tonight.”


  Freya was aiming for a world record of consecutive yelps and growls, jumping and scratching at the door. Joey pressed his temple. “That goddamn dog is giving me a headache. Needs a good lesson with a two-by-four.”


  The crunch of tires, and a bicycle wheeled down the drive, startling him into relaxing his grip. “Hey, what the...”


  Belle charged the door, pushing it open and falling into the hall. “Get him, girl!”


  Joey was standing tall when Freya lunged at him, massive paws against his chest, her snarling face spitting drool. “Yaaaaa!” he yelled as he flailed wildly and tumbled down the stairs, hitting his head with a sound like a ripe melon on a concrete post base at the bottom. His features tightened, then relaxed as his breath subsided. Out cold, and a face only a weasel mother could love.


  Belle gave Freya the signal to sit and wait. Her ruff raised in prehistoric wolf mode, the old dog narrowed her eyes at the body as if she’d like a taste. Belle stroked her head. “Easy, sweetie. You’d have to get your stomach pumped.”


  A shiny mountain bike pulled up and ZZ got off, bearing a huge bouquet like an Olympic torch. “Guess I should have called. Dad told me it was too late to come, but you didn’t answer the phone all evening. I was going to leave these by the door. Hope I didn’t barge in on anything.”


  “Barge away.”


  Then ZZ looked down. “Eeuw. What’s the matter with him? I hope he’s not your boyfriend.”


  Belle came down the stairs and patted her on the back. “Consider your debt paid in full. This guy’s been bothering me ever since I reported him for dumping in the bush.”


  “Good for you. Some pigs left a bunch of clothes by the mailboxes last year. Me and my bro cleaned it up.” Dressed in a leather vest over a T-shirt that read “Will Work for Shoes” and pyjama-style shorts, ZZ put her hands on her hips and twisted her head to better investigate Joey. “What are you going to do with him? He looks stupid but dangerous. Does he belong to a motorcycle gang?”


  No telling how long Joey would be in slumberland. Minutes perhaps, then what? “He’s not organized enough for that. I’m going to the boathouse for some rope. Tell the dog to ‘get’ him if he wakes up.”


  “No problem. I’m a black belt in karate. When you’re short like I am, it helps. And I love dogs. Here, girl.” ZZ knelt and cuddled Freya’s head, scratching her ears to deliver pure bliss.


  Puffing from haste, Belle returned with a large coil of polypropylene rope and tied Joey as uncomfortably as possible. Then she speed-dialled Steve at home. His wife Janet answered.


  “It’s Belle. I need to speak with Steve. Police business.”


  A telling moment of icy silence. Belle looked at the receiver, wondering if they’d been cut off. Then Janet’s childlike voice assumed a studied innocence with a heaping tablespoon of umbrage. “I’ll just bet. He has an office and regular hours. Why do you insist on—”


  “I’ll apologize to him, if you don’t mind.”


  “Hon-bun, it’s that woman,” Janet called over the noise of a television and Heather’s musical laughter in the background. The receiver landed on a hard surface with a decisive crack, but the connection wasn’t broken. Anyone would think they were having an affair. Janet probably did. Belle doubted that he reported their occasional lunch dates, since he always paid in cash.


  She explained about Joey’s visit, squirming at first but proud at the results.


  “You what? I don’t believe it.” She imagined him passing a hand through his thick hair, thunderclouds gathering on his broad brow. Silver patches at his temples were spreading, thanks in part to her.


  “Take it easy. I’ve already heard lecture 322. All I was trying to do was clean up the bush. How did I know I was going to unearth a psychopath? And you told me he was gone from the area.”


  “That’s not what I said, and you know it. Ten points for not turning him into meatloaf with your twelve-gauge.”


  “I hate to ask, but can you handle this yourself? You’ve been checking his records and know the situation.” She felt like patting herself on the back for her citizen’s arrest.


  “You’re lucky I finished dinner. What a pot roast!” His dramatic tones conveyed the idea that someone was listening. Steve took guff from no one but his wife, and that he did for Heather. “I’ll clear it at headquarters, get another officer to assist, and be there in an hour. You said he’s tied up? Nice and tight?”


  “Granny knots by the pound. And I have a star witness to the assault.” She shot a glance at ZZ, laughing as she tossed stones for Freya. The dog always suckered visitors into doing her will.


  Flipping on the deck and yard lights after disconnecting, Belle went inside to make cocoa, a teen choice, and set the bouquet in water in a crystal vase. Huge red roses with ferns and babies’ breath, they must have cost.


  “I think he’s coming to,” ZZ said later, dipping into the Peek Freans as they sipped from warm mugs on the deck stairs. Rolling over, Joey shook his head like a wet dog and began exercising his lowlife vocabulary, spitting at them just out of range.


  “I’m sure you’ve heard worse, but it’s so ordinary,” Belle said. “Shakespeare made swearing a fine art. Away, you cut-purse rascal. You mouldy rogue. You filthy bung.” She shook her fist at Joey, who scowled and squinted at a foreign language.


  Laughing in a musical cadenza, ZZ launched her long hair over her shoulders like a cape. “That’s way better than Julius Caesar. It sucks big time. We had to memorize fifty lines. ‘Friends, Romans, Countrymen. Lend me your ears’? Give me a break.”


  Her perspective was refreshing for Belle, but she supposed it might pall when Brad Pitt or Paris Hilton entered the discussion. She sipped the chocolate, made from melted semisweet blocks.


  “Is he, like, going to jail? Cool.”


  “He’ll be, like, cooling for a long time.”


  Grunting like a warthog, Joey twisted himself into a sitting position. “I got friends,” he said.


  “In high places, no doubt. Gets his ideas from country music.” Belle tapped ZZ’s arm. “We’ll add uttering threats to the report.”


  An hour later, true to his word, Steve arrived in the passenger seat of a squad car, a beacon light in the coal-black night. He and Officer Kelly Size, a short-haired blonde woman in her thirties, gave Joey the once-over. Kelly stifled laughter despite her no-nonsense attitude.


  “Don’t expect bail, Joey. That warrant shows that you’ll run,” Steve said. “And as for two-years-less-a-day, you’re into the big time now. Got any buddies at Millhaven?”


  Joey gave a theatrical moan. “I need to go to the hospital. Think I got a concussion. The bitch nailed me with a shovel.”


  Steve craned his head around as he winked at Belle. “What shovel? You must be hallucinating. Sampling too many of your own wares?”


  Kelly knelt to inspect the maze of knots, tipping back her cap. “We need to cut this mess, or we’ll be here all night.” Steve wore civvies, and her belt was shy of cutlery.


  Belle reached onto the top of a beam underneath the deck where she kept hand tools for the garden and pulled out a paring knife. Kelly cut the Gordian knot, then with an efficiency of purpose, slipped Joey into a set of plastic cuffs and leaned him against the stairs for a body search, turning up a tiny .25 calibre in an ankle holster.


  “A gun, too? Very bad idea,” Steve said. “I suppose it’s registered? In Texas?”


  After Joey was safely in the back seat of the cruiser, Steve took them inside for a preliminary statement. “You spell it how?” he asked, scratching his head.


  After the cruiser left and ZZ promised to return some weekend to teach her a few defence moves, Belle was finally alone, trying to wind down. At least Bartko was in custody. Turner Classics was showing Rebel Without a Cause, starring James Dean and Sal Mineo, two young men whose sexuality burned like comets. Nubile Natalie Wood aside, a superfluous character, director Nicholas Ray had made subtle use of the chemistry between the men. On that fatal night, as if studying his future, Sal as Plato looked with puppy eyes at Jim Stark, played by Dean. Their careers had guttered quickly, an early death by Porsche for Jimmy and a fast knife in an underground parking lot for Sal.


  Then the phone rang. “It’s...Mutt. Sorry to call so...late, but—”


  FOURTEEN


  Belle let out a war whoop that echoed through the house. Freya picked up on the mood and joined the pack howl, her silken head thrown back in abandon. Apparently Mutt had awakened late that afternoon. Cognitive and physical tests had kept him busy, along with eating everything in sight. Two young nurses had even fetched submarine sandwiches.


  “What have you got there, a bunch of wolves?” His voice was slow and deliberate, but stronger than she’d imagined.


  Belle laughed. “Freya, that’s enough. And you’re fine now?” she asked, hoping that a positive question would win a positive answer.


  A few seconds passed before he answered, hardly the eager conversationalist she recalled. “Those hyper...whazzit chamber sessions did a number on my claustrophobia. When I came to, I thought I was in a horror movie buried six feet under. Screamed like a girl. They had to give me a shot of Valium before I calmed down. Then I conked out for awhile.”


  Briefly, she told him about the furnace. “But it’s all fixed. Safety measures in place.”


  “That is weird. Sure, I’ve seen the occasional mouse under the bird feeders, but I never gave it a thought. You didn’t put any poison around, did you? A couple of cats—”


  “Never. A poisoner is the lowest life form.” The notebooks sat in a pile on the table. Would Mutt be offended to learn that she’d been rummaging through the desk, if only to get a contact number for his sister? “When I looked for the address book, I saw Gary’s notebooks and planned to bring them to you at the hospital. You circled a couple of terms and made notes. ‘Benthic’. When the nurse said you mentioned a Ben, at first I thought—”


  She heard a long and frustrated groan. “God, that seems so long ago. It’s like my mind has been journeying from one end of the galaxy to the other.”


  Belle chuckled at the Mutt she remembered. “You sound sharp enough.”


  “In the present, sure, but I don’t remember much from the last couple of weeks. The doctors say that it’s going to take awhile for my memory to return. Isn’t that great news for a novelist?”


  Her heart plunged at the thought. In a series, continuity was everything. Would Lucy Doyle become a footnote in Canadian crime writing? “You just woke up. Don’t rush it. Take life a day at a time.” Now she was doling out canned advice like a pop psychologist.


  “I wanted to pull his research together, but honestly, don’t ask me to add four and four. Maybe you can make sense of the notebooks. As for my novel, I’ll never make the October deadline if this keeps up, and my publisher will have a fit. It’s like juggling six tennis balls.” His voice trailed off.


  The conversation was growing grim. She needed to ask him about that white Buick, but if he couldn’t remember that night at all, it might depress him further. Then she remembered Megs. “Has your sister been by?”


  “An hour ago. She managed to offend everyone within a hundred yards, especially the doctors. But I owe you for getting in touch with her. She told me about your dinner, too.”


  “Hey, you don’t get to pick your family. And she did come to see you.” Not to mention telling me intimate details about your life. Had he and Gary really gotten into physical fights? “I hope you still intend to stay for awhile. Do you need a lift back to the house?”


  “Those were my original plans, and this development has cinched it. Maybe lying on the dock catching a few rays will help. As for the ride, Megs is coming tomorrow morning. Double-decker broomstick.” He gave a half-hearted laugh, then started to cough. Had his breathing been affected, too?


  He gave a long sigh. She could feel the weariness. “Listen, Mutt. You’d better rest—”


  “Dad’s in tough shape. I need to go to Hamilton as soon as I get back on my feet. He’s not such a bad guy. Maybe this will give him second thoughts. Megs said that Mom’s coming around, too.”


  After hanging up, Belle bit her lip. With Mutt hors de combat, any progress with that elk research was up to her, no matter her limitations. The Internet had been too generous about “benthic”, giving her ten thousand hits and hundreds of pdf pages. Maybe she could nail two chores at the Ministry by checking to see if more of Gary’s material had turned up.


  The next day at Canadian Tire on Barrydowne, where seasons alternated between garden tractors or snowblowers lined up at the door, folks were muscling out boxed air conditioners. Belle picked up more water filters. She should start drinking only bottled, but it was so expensive, as were decent reverse osmosis systems. Her line emerged a hundred feet out into the lake, where the water was deep and cool, and sat on a tripod to keep it from sucking muddy sediment. Even so, creatures unseen to the human eye might lurk in the warming water.


  At the Ministry, the same pleasant older woman greeted her at the reception desk. “Hello, again. Is that handsome Mr. Malloy with you?” She peered past Belle, searching with some disappointment, and why not? He was a treat for the eyes, no matter your preference.


  “No, he’s—”


  “He came back to check the office again. Friday last, I’m sure. My, didn’t he get into a row with Dave. And then...” A crease appeared between Marj’s calf-brown eyes, and she clucked in disapproval.


  Belle took a moment to digest that news. So Mutt had forgotten that he’d been to the Ministry. Had he found anything of value? If so, where was it? “We’re still trying to track down missing parts of Gary’s research,” she said.


  Marj teased a tendril of hair out of her face, a faint aroma of vanilla in the air. “I shouldn’t tell you this, but Dave’s gone,” she said with an effort to keep her voice low as a trim man in his thirties dressed in a khaki uniform with Ministry patches came down the hall.


  “Jeff, did you get one of my cookies?” She reached onto a shelf and passed him the plate.


  Jeff slipped a few into his pocket. “Another bad day for Bullwinkle. Blood and gore all over Route 144 near Cartier. No human fatalities. Used to be that the soup kitchens could take the meat. Now it’ll be wasted. Go figure.”


  “Possible lawsuits, I guess. Times aren’t as simple now,” Marj observed.


  Belle accepted a cookie as well. Oatmeal and chocolate chip. “So Dave’s gone? Did he finish his project?” she asked between bites.


  Marj put a finger to her full cranberry-red lips and ushered Belle down the hall to the office, bare from wall to wall. “Turns out Dave wasn’t doing very well at the university. One day last week he didn’t turn up. Seems like he left town. Took our new Nikon D100 with him, along with a seven thousand dollar long-distance lens. Rosaline was beside herself.”


  “Quite a haul. I can well understand why she was upset.” If any records remained in files or as copies, enlisting Marj’s aid would be critical. Belle flashed a pleading smile. Time to tweak the maternal instincts, or something hotter. “I’m here alone because Mutt’s had an accident.”


  Marj gave a small gasp, but Belle held up a reassuring hand. “He’s going to be fine. I’m taking over for now. Obviously everything’s gone from the office, but I’m sure you have a finger on the pulse of this place. My office assistant knows more about my business than I do.” Did she really say that? Shameless flattery.


  The woman’s eyes crinkled, and she smiled, so Belle added, “Is there anything else you can tell me about Gary’s routines? Something that doesn’t make sense?”


  Steepling her slender fingers in thought, Marj gave her memory a scan. Her lips pursed at a sudden thought. With military swiftness, she unclipped a PDA from her belt and plugged in a few numbers, nodding to herself. “There is the water.” As Belle pricked up her ears, she explained that Gary had sent test tubes to their lab on a regular basis, never missing a week.


  “That surprises me. He was a zoologist. Why this great interest in water?” She was absorbing information like a three-year-old at a Baby Einstein unit.


  Marj chuckled and patted her arm. “All life is about habitat. Food, water, shelter and predators. We’re all dependent on our environment. That’s why our work here is so important, dear. Do you watch David Suzuki’s show?”


  “Wish I could, but I have only one channel. As for habitat...” Belle wondered at the “dear.” Good thing Marj was older. When a younger person called her that, she’d get in line for a room at Rainbow Country. She tapped her temple in a “duh” gesture and grinned. “Right. As a realtor I should understand—location, location, location.”


  “We’ll see what we can find. I have a few ideas. Follow me.” Back at her desk, Marj consulted a sheaf of papers in a tiered tray and looked up with a puzzled expression. She disappeared around a corner and came back minutes later with a shrug. “How odd. There’s no record of the results of his last tests the Friday before his accident, and I checked the duplicates. I wonder what could have happened to them.”


  Belle folded her arms. “Sabotage from Dave, maybe. With his dislike of Gary—”


  “Dislike? My goodness, I’m sure I never mentioned...Did Rosaline—”


  Down the hall came the sleek, teal-suited form of the director, Rosaline Silliker. Her low, white slingbacks were stylish yet comfortable. Belle wouldn’t have minded adding an inch or two to her own frame, but the need to tramp cottage properties put strict conditions on footwear. “Did I hear my name? Speak of the devil and all that.” She regarded Belle with a broad smile and shook hands. Her buffed nails were short and practical. Perhaps she still did field work.


  “Ms Palmer, was it? You left one of your cards.”


  Belle looked from one woman to the other, sensing that she might be making a pest of herself. This development was interesting, and she wanted to follow it up. “Sorry to bother you kind people again.” She repeated her intentions about the project.


  The phone rang. Rosaline gave Marj a boss’s eyebrow and checked her slim gold watch, making Belle feel distinctly in the way. “We’re expecting a delegation from Michigan today. All about new strategies for those tent caterpillar invasions that don’t respect borders.”


  “Unleash the government flies.” Marj’s eyes assumed a pixie look as she picked up the receiver.


  Rosaline gave a gentle laugh at Belle’s confused face. “One of our jokes. Nature sends those flies to attack the egg cases of the caterpillars, but everyone gives us credit.”


  Belle said, “Even my neighbours believe that urban legend.” Friendly flies, some called them. Or lazy flies, fat and easy to swot. They left their little poop markers wherever they landed and had her roaming with a bottle of spray cleaner and a disgusted snarl.


  “Come to my office, where we’ll be more comfortable. I might be able to send some business your way, too. I was going to call you.”


  Perking up, Belle followed her like a puppy scenting bacon on the fry. Some people thought her pushy, passing all those cards around, curbside-car-dealer style. It was merely good business. She griped about buying nickel-and-dime ads while Cynthia Cryderman, the largest realtor in town, with a pink limo, hair to match and an advertising budget to rival Molson’s, drummed her phone number into local brains with an annoying but effective radio ad.


  “Water? Sorry there’s no coffee. I’m trying to cut back. High blood pressure and heart problems run in my family. And a little elegance helps the illusion.” From a tray with a white cloth, she picked up a delicate goblet and filled it at a large cooler.


  The Ministry wasn’t air-conditioned, and Belle had started to sweat. A cold drink would be welcome. She accepted a glass and drank deeply, tinging a nail on the thin crystal. She decided not to mention seeing Rosaline at the hospital. It seemed intrusive. “Guess I should start buying bottled water. I’ve been spoiled by living on Wapiti and taking the lake for granted. But the population explosion on my road, complete with dogs, fertilizers, questionable septic systems, has to have an impact.”


  Rosaline turned her patrician head, her long brown hair shiny in a complex but perfect chignon. “Word to the wise. Don’t tell anyone where you heard this, but statistics are coming to light on nickel content in our water, too. I recommend Crystal Springs. Costs a bit more, but vive la différence.” She kissed her slender fingers as a ruby ring instead of the conventional wedding band cast a stained-glass sparkle on the white wall. Weren’t rubies bad luck for marriages? Probably a medieval superstition.


  Belle drained her glass with appreciation. “It does seem clean and sharp. Now I sound like a wine connoisseur.”


  “Makes President’s Choice taste like Cleveland’s tap water, and I should know. I spent a week there one night at a conference.”


  Belle laughed at the rare, laid-back humour of a government official. Rosaline’s office was the same size as Gary’s, but its picture window overlooked a pleasant meadow with maples, oaks, and birches in full-leaf. At picnic tables and park benches, workers chatted on their breaks. A stunted northern red squirrel leaped from one tree to another, chased by a giant black relative. She blinked in surprise and pointed. “I’ve noticed that eastern grey squirrels have started moving into town. Not in the bush so far, though. In comparison with ours, they look like King Kong.”


  The director pointed to a wall map of climate zones. “Global warming’s no fiction. Our scientists have recorded many plants and animals moving slowly northward.” She reached for a specimen box containing an insect that resembled a walking stick. “Look at this creature.”


  “I’ve seen those in my bay.”


  “It’s a brown waterscorpion. Normally only found down south. Its beak can puncture your skin. As for plants, sumac grows here in micro-environments. Hop hornbeam, too.”


  “There’s a small hornbeam stand on one of my paths. The bark reminds me of shaggy hickory.”


  “Very secluded, right? Probably a few degrees warmer all year round. If it goes on, maybe we’ll see those comical American magpies. My husband and I visit Taos, New Mexico, where his parents live. Missionaries. What a life. God bless them.” She motioned Belle to a comfortable blue suede armchair. Her own executive model was ergonomically designed in black leather. Crossing her shapely legs with a silken schuss, Rosaline sat back and smiled, plucking Belle’s card from a bulletin board and tapping it on the desk. “Here’s the good news. My mother is looking for a condo. Waterfront view would be ideal. Price is no object.” She gave a theatrical grin. “And I’m not just ‘talking through my hat’, an expression of hers.”


  Belle’s heart thumped as she leaned forward, hearing the sounds of a teller riffling a wad of crisp hundred-dollar bills. “Thanks for thinking of me, Ms Silliker.”


  “Please call me Roz,” she invited with a classic toss of her head.


  The polish and quick wit reminded Belle of Roz Russell. “The timing is perfect. There’s a fabulous new project in the south end on Paris Street overlooking Lake Ramsey. Maki Cove Condominiums. Extremely exclusive. Top-of-the-line fittings. Private health club. Prices range from...$280,000 to over $400,000.” She stopped for a quick assessment of body language. Nothing changed about Rosaline’s pose or expression. This was going to be one whopping commish, if it went through. When Miriam came back, they’d wing off to the Bahamas in December. Make that Aruba. She hadn’t enjoyed rijstaffel since leaving Toronto.


  Rosaline clasped her hands together, at one knuckle a touch of knobby osteoarthritis Belle hadn’t noticed before. Perhaps an old injury. “It sounds ideal. Mom spends the winter playing golf in Boca anyway. Wants to walk out the door at the first flake of snow and return at ice-out with no worries. I live on Indian Road on Lake Nepawhin, so we’d be quite close.”


  Belle was one breath short of singing the “Hallelujah Chorus”, but she made an effort to remain cool and professional. Dream deals often melted like May snow. “I have brochures at the office. Shall I pop everything into the mail?”


  Rosaline agreed, and they both stood. Behind her were framed diplomas from the University of Calgary and a Ph.D from McGill. To rise to senior management in her early forties meant that the scientist was made of stern stuff. Her maiden name had been Gable. Belle thought of the true king.


  “Sorry not to be of more help about the research. Gary’s office is pretty much cleaned out with...Dave gone. Thank God for that. I didn’t accept this position to lecture sanctimonious bigots about civil rights.” With her hands on her hips and her brows flashing fire, she had the demeanour of a gunfighter.


  Belle banished the scene with a throat-clearing. “There is one thing. Marj mentioned that some water sample results never made it back from the lab.”


  Rosaline sighed and shook her head. A silver streak ran through her hair on one side, a striking effect. “Half the staff takes water samples on a regular basis. Especially with our sad history of acid lakes, it’s like a religion. Mix-ups can happen. Poor labelling, wrong dates. Breakage, spillage. Or perhaps he was concentrating on another part of the project.”


  “Marj said he never failed. Every Friday.” Another word popped into her mind. With all their gabbing, she had forgotten that mission. “Benthic. I keep finding that word in Gary’s notes. My dictionary is no help, and the Internet is overkill. What does it mean?”


  Rosaline pointed to a tiny stuffed greyish-brown owl with no ear tufts. “As you can guess from my magpie comment, ornithology was my focus. Migratory Flight Patterns of the Northern Pygmy-Owl in the Rockies. Of course, Wilf over there died of natural causes. Let’s see, though.” Turning like a captain at a console, she ran her finger along a set of reference books, plucked one, and returned to her desk to put on a pair of half-moon reading glasses. As she searched, her almond-shaped, butterscotch eyes scanned like a machine. “It’s been a long time, and I hated organic chemistry or hydrology, wherever we studied that stuff. I’ll try to translate. The benthos refers to the bottom-feeding organisms in an ocean, estuary, or lake that provide food for fish.” She leafed through a few more pages. “Hmm. Hold on. Then there’s benthic flux, which is defined as the rate that fluid, chemicals, particles or energy flows through a surface. And—”


  Belle held up a hand. “I surrender! Not only did I fail physics, I cheated on a biology exam. Science was not my cup of tea. But you’ve pointed me in the right direction.”


  “Many women feel that way, unfortunately. I’ve always felt that a female hand could direct the discipline in a more custodial and less damaging direction. I often speak at high schools during Career Week to encourage more young girls to join our ranks.” Rosaline closed the book and replaced it. “Come back and talk to our zoologist in a few weeks if any other questions come up. Right now she’s up in Red Lake on a marten habitat project.”


  “You’ve been very patient. We hope to send this to Brock.” She didn’t want to drone on about Mutt’s accident and his problematical prognosis. Why would Rosaline care? She’d met him only once. As for the white elk, she could talk to the zoologist once she learned the test results.


  Dropping by the Land Registry Office to search the suspicious title of a camp on Onaping Lake, Belle grabbed a quick and early lunch at Black Cat Too, the bookstore cum coffeehouse on Durham Street. Their chili was hot and spicy, the way she liked it. Blotting her mouth after finishing and heading for the door, she saw Steve at a rack with Photo Life. He’d gotten into digital photography since Heather’s arrival and appreciated the store’s large selection of magazines. Under his arm, he carried a periodical about scrapbooking. Janet’s latest hobby? It certainly didn’t appeal to Belle, and maybe that was the point. No one would inherit her memories.


  “Free time? What has law enforcement come to?” she said with a grin.


  “We are allowed lunch...every other day. By the way, Joey’s getting arraigned at ten tomorrow morning,” he said. “No more of Mom’s perogies for him. Grilled cheese and wieners instead for lunch and dinner.”


  “Thanks for coming out yourself that night,” she said. “I owe you.”


  He put down the magazines and folded his arms in a squared stance like a high school vice-principal, the designated disciplinarian. His liquid black eyes drilled into her, and one thick eyebrow rose on auto-pilot. “You got yourself into trouble, and by a lucky coincidence, back out. It’s not going to happen again. Promise me that you’ll mind your own business, personal and professional.”


  Gently she punched his arm. “Don’t I always? And I’m a one-woman-plus operation, remember, so I have to be—”


  “Speaking of the plus, how’s Yolanda working out? Or is she gone already?”


  “Far from it. She has a great future. Lots of initiative and plenty of...nerve.” She thought of the dreaded cold calls, a realtor’s bête noire. Yoyo seemed to greet them with the challenge of a lynx on the hunt.


  He nodded slowly, barely suppressing an ironic smile. “A perfect personality for a criminal.”


  At the office, she breezed in at last, making a note to send that Maki Cove condo info to Rosaline. She had neglected to get a home address. Would the name be in the directory? Reaching for the white pages, she stopped short as she saw Yoyo with her head buried in her arms on the desk. Muffled sobs shook her shoulders.


  FIFTEEN


  Bad news about Coco? Belle went over and placed a tentative hand on her back, realizing that Yoyo had a small frame, despite her mammary assets. The simple, embroidered flax peasant top over slacks added an innocent Old World vulnerability. “What’s wrong? Not the baby, I hope.”


  Yoyo’s head pulled back, and the tendons in her neck stretched. Her deep-shadowed eyes squeezed in a paroxysm of pain. Despite her make-up, her face was pale as chalk. “Jesus, Mary and Joseph on a snowmobile. These cramps started last night after dinner. I hardly got any sleep at all. Now my head’s pounding like a jackhammer. I never get headaches.”


  Belle heard sirens go off. “Cramps? Have you had any bleeding?” Sounded like an engraved invitation to a miscarriage. But what about the headache? Stress from the pain?


  Yoyo balled up her child-sized fists and pounded the desk, overturning a paper clip holder. Then as a spasm passed, she exhaled in relief, her breath ruffling her wispy bangs. “Nothing. That’s why I’m not that worried. Could you get me a couple of those painkillers from the bathroom cabinet, the ones with codeine?”


  Wanting to help, her stomach tensing at the obvious suffering, Belle knew medication might confuse the issue. She folded her arms. “Forget it. You need to get to the hospital. Don’t take chances with two lives at stake.” Something else occurred to her. “How about your appendix?”


  “It’s out. Do I have to show you the scar?” In her frustration, Yoyo’s voice assumed the cross mantle of agony.


  Belle narrowed her eyes and gave the woman one last assessment. Half of Canada was clogging up Emerg with ingrown toenails and harmless sniffles, and this woman wanted to play Brunhilda. “Why not call your gynaecologist?”


  “I just moved back. You know the system. The earliest appointment was next month.” Yoyo stood with difficulty, balancing against the desk, her brow etched with agony. The bulge below her waist, barely the size of Miriam’s belly pack, remained unobtrusive, except for Belle’s imagination.


  Was Yoyo lying about her due date? Perhaps she’d miscalculated. At five-foot-two and a hundred-ten pounds, Terry Palmer had said that she never looked pregnant. In her eighth month, the doors of the Queen Street trolley had closed over her ocelot coat as she was exiting, pinning her in their grip. George had run alongside the car yelling and waving in panic until it had stopped. Prairie-born, Terry had been tough as a gopher.


  “I’m getting worried. Are you sure about this?” Belle asked.


  “Just give me my jacket. Then take me home where I can lie down. I’ll get the car later, or take the bus tomorrow morning.” She pulled a tissue and wiped a sheen of sweat off her face. No eye shadow today, nor foundation. Only a trace of a pale cinnamon lipstick. Probably too sick to care.


  Belle checked her watch. “Well, if you’re—”


  “Nothing’s scheduled for you this afternoon. I’m sure I’ll be fine once this passes.” She clenched her jaw in silence, pride warring against practicality. “All the correspondence and ads are done. Not one possessive error. You’ll see.”


  “Of course I will. But promise me that you’ll go tout de suite to the hospital if this gets any worse. Your mother’s home, isn’t she?” She realized that she’d grown strangely fond of the unconventional young woman and her pal, Baron.


  After putting a “Back in twenty minutes” sign on the door and saying a prayer for once that no business would arrive, Belle helped Yoyo down the steps to the parking lot. “Want to lie down in the back? I keep the third seat folded under for Freya, and there’s a soft pad.” Thank God she’d given the carpet a thorough treatment with the shop vac after ZZ’s swamp incident.


  Waving off the suggestion, Yoyo climbed into the other captain’s chair, and fastened the belts with pained sighs. Belle headed for the Flour Mill, an old section of town abutting hills of black rock. Full of cheap tenements and blocky houses four-square to the north winds, it was Sudbury’s low-rent district, near the Goodwill and across from secondhand furniture and clothing stores.


  They passed six cement grain silos nearly ninety feet high. Erected in 1910 along with a long-gone brick mill and commercially abandoned for half a century, they had been hastily refurbished with planters of petunias and a brass plaque paying tribute to Francophones who’d settled in the area. Now the stucco was crumbling again. Getting more exact directions, Belle turned down Queen Street and passed a small historical museum. “Take another right,” Yoyo said.


  Along the narrow street, a hoard of children played tennis-ball hockey, dragging aside goalie nets to let the van pass. Another PD day for teachers? They approached an apartment building, perhaps an original rooming house for bachelor miners. “Stop here.”


  Vinyl siding had replaced the clapboard, but a rusty stain dripped from the leaking eaves.


  “I can read your mind, Belle,” Yoyo wheezed as she stopped for breath, her face red with exertion. “It’s broken. Surprise, surprise.” Broken like the hopes and dreams of those who took refuge here, a way station between poverty and life’s next stage, down or up. Belle felt ashamed to witness the woman’s home, especially with no advance warning, but what did that say about her?


  Heat was building like a sauna the higher they climbed. Finally they emerged into a dingy hall with only a stuttering twenty-watt bulb dangling like a moribund tarantula from the flaky ceiling. The shabby linoleum and crack-patched walls were clean, but nothing could erase the toil of a century, nor the whiff of urine. Odours of fried cabbage and sausage from frugal tenants battled microwaved pizza in the stuffy air. Yoyo fumbled for her key, and they entered 4C.


  Roo-rooing, Baron shoved his muzzle between his mistress’s legs in typical shepherd style, his tail swishing against a standing fan that Belle rescued from a crash. “Quiet, baby. You know the rules.” Bending over awkwardly, Yoyo buried her face in his thick ruff.


  Then Coco emerged from a small galley kitchen, an apron over her faded print dress and a wooden spoon in her hand. “Home early? I baked a spice cake, and I’m making macaroni salad, your fav—” As Yoyo collapsed onto the couch, her mother came to her side, kneeling stiffly. “What’s wrong? Tell Mom.”


  Belle said, “Stomach cramps. Pretty bad. I wanted to take her to the hospital, but she re—”


  “Damn it, girl. Why didn’t you wake me this morning?” The women exchanged a few words Belle couldn’t decipher. Then Coco’s wizened hand smoothed her daughter’s hair. “She’ll be okay, and junior, too. Didn’t I have six children, all born at home? Acted as midwife for Olga one January when we were snowbound. Do you remember that, sweetie? You were a big help, even at five.”


  Belle took in a long breath, savouring the luscious aromas of cinnamon and nutmeg. If anything, they ate well here. “You mean she’s not—”


  The woman folded her arms across her bony chest. A small silver cross hung around her fissured neck. The grey hair was curly, but thin at the crown, exposing a pink scalp. “I bet it’s something she ate. Chinese takeout last night. Had a coupon. I’m allergic to seafood, so she took the shrimp while I had the kung-po—”


  “Stop!” Covering her mouth, Yoyo charged from the couch as if possessed and headed through the kitchen. A door closed, and they could hear retching, then the flush of a toilet and the rush of water in the sink. Baron followed his mistress, whining softly.


  Coco settled into the couch, folding her hands like a mother superior. Hot air swirled around the room courtesy of floor and window fans. A pigeon landed on the windowsill, and she tossed a pillow at it. “Scram. In France, they eat the likes of you. I’m already dreaming up recipes.”


  Belle gave a light laugh. “Don’t tell the Minister of Health. It might replace tuna fish as a menu suggestion from the government.”


  Coco got up to check on her daughter. Reluctant to leave until she was sure Yoyo was recovering, Belle gave a cursory glance at the apartment. Barely five hundred square feet. A worn couch in a nubbly Danish Fifties’ pattern, along with companion loveseat. Chrome dining table and two chairs. A pile of magazines on the coffee table, People along with a few tabloids, but a copy of Feed Me, I’m Yours lay open. On the wall, a winter scene with a frozen brook romanticized the savage weather of the North. A Coke bottle on a side table held six daffodils. Scavenged from some innocent and befuddled gardener? Aluminum-painted radiators delivered steam heat, a nice touch if you could imagine the gurgling as babbles of a serenity pool. She did the math. Sixteen units, four per floor, probably with a custodian in the basement, where sunlight never shone. The owner would have bought it for a song and done minimal maintenance. To be fair, often low rents brought a failure to pay, long legal hassles with evictions, and once the riffraff disappeared, costly damages like holes in the walls and ripped-up plumbing nudged the bottom line. It touched her heart that pressed calico curtains framed windows cleaner than hers, and the place was dusted and vacuumed to perfection, not one shepherd hair on the threadbare beige carpet.


  Coco returned with a smile the size of the Alberta oil fields. “Am I right, or am I right? She’s asking for some soup already.”


  Belle saw the cuckoo clock on the wall pushing her margin into the red as lost opportunities passed. “Guess I’d better go. Tomorrow’s Friday. Nothing’s on. Tell her to take a long weekend if she needs it.”


  Coco touched Belle’s arm. Inside the house, she wore no dark glasses, and her eyes were flaxflower blue, much like George Palmer’s, a colour that implied an honesty, real or imagined. It was hard to believe the woman was the barfly that Yoyo had portrayed. But with failing vision, her world would shrink. “You’re a good boss. Had one like you when I worked at Burwash.”


  Belle turned in the doorway. “So Yoyo said. Weren’t you a cook?”


  “And do I got the recipes. Oughta write a book. Hey, there’s an idea. I could make a mint.” She brandished the wooden spoon in concert, cackling like a jolly witch. “Shepherd’s Pie. Lasagna. Beef stew.”


  “Rough country down there. How did you stand it?”


  Coco’s eyes assumed a dreamy look, one crinkle in each corner for every decade. From next door through the paper-thin wall, a screaming baby took wing, but the old woman didn’t seem to hear. In tenements, deafness was a blessing. “Had me a sweet little house. One and only time. Good place for kids, living in the bush with our own school. Keeps them out of trouble with drugs and what-all. I raised the whole bunch there, Yoyo coming along twenty years after the first. Damn husband of mine never did hold down a job, then went off to Yellowknife with a waitress and never sent me a nickel. That garden was my prize. Asparagus patch with stalks thick as your thumb. Takes years to get ’em going, but how I do love it. Costs the moon at the grocery, though. I haven’t ate it for so long.”


  Who would have thought prison life so bucolic? “A job like that must have had some drawbacks. What about the inmates?”


  “Hell, those boys weren’t no trouble.” She gave a scoffing gesture, but then her face grew dark with a troubling memory, and her pace slowed. “It was—”


  “Mom, I could use some tea before I try the soup,” Yoyo called as the bathroom door opened.


  Belle took the cue and hustled herself out and down the hall. How did Coco run Baron up and down several times a day, or did Yoyo come by on her lunch hour? As Dietrich said, “You can lie about your age, but you can’t beat a good flight of stairs.” She arrived in the foyer, wondering if she should report the landlord to the authorities. Then again, he might tear it down and sell out to a fast-food franchise. Affordable housing was hard enough to find for the working poor.


  The rest of the overcast afternoon was quiet. Belle thought about the close call with Yoyo and resolved to give Miriam a shout to see when she might be expected back. On the way home, she stopped at Mutt’s, noticing with a sinking feeling that the Infiniti still sat in the drive. Windows were open on the sultry night, and Jann Arden was singing “Ode to a Friend”. She knocked at the door, and Mutt waved at her from the sofa. Craning her head as she entered, she spread her hands in a question, her lips forming his sister’s name. “Winding down in the jacuzzi,” he said. “Coffee coolers are in the fridge. Megs hit Starbucks for Costa Rican. Pour yourself a cup.”


  Belle again admired the pink-oak designer kitchen with Italian-tiled counters, a double-doored brushed-aluminum fridge and matching Jenn-Air stove. Her own two voltage-guzzling appliances came from the original cottage. Pouring a frosty glass and hitting the ice cube dispenser with childish glee, she took a refreshing gulp, returned to the living room and sank into a distressed leather chair. Overhead, the fans hummed in rhythm.


  Mutt put down a book and leaned forward to take her hands between his. A few pounds lighter, an Omar Sharif hint of shadow under his eyes, he’d also lost some conditioning lying in bed for those days. “It’s great to see you. How can I thank you for saving my life?”


  “I rented you the house. Comes with the territory. Did I leave many bruises bumping you down the stairs?”


  “By the time I was out of the coma, they were hardly noticeable.”


  “You’re reading. Is your memory coming back?” If cognitive abilities were sharpening, it boded well.


  “It’s Gary’s. He took a book to bed each night, one of his habits.” He showed her the cover. Konrad Lorenz’s King Solomon’s Ring. “The ways animals communicate has me laughing. Good medicine.”


  “I’ve read it. That’s why I’m glad Freya can’t talk.” She and Gary had shared many common interests.


  “One odd thing.” He picked up a newspaper clipping from the lamp table. “I found this folded inside the book. What do you make of it?”


  Belle read the Sudbury Star headline from a month ago: “Markis Reserve mortality rates 30% higher than rest of province.” If any group was dying off faster than Sudburians, it was First Nations people, with growing epidemics of diabetes, substance abuse and suicide. What tragic gifts the whites had brought with their so-called civilization. In this latest incident, two boys returning from a canoe trip had developed a mysterious rash and bumps on their legs and arms as well as breathing problems and dizziness. They denied sniffing solvents such as gas or glue, an ongoing problem in more remote Northern communities. The issue of contaminated water had been suggested. A government report from over ten years before had shown serious water problems on hundreds of reserves, a national disgrace. But Markis had tested its drinking water and found it safe.


  Mutt asked, “Why did he keep this? Is this reserve near where he was working?”


  Belle searched her geographical memory. The region had many reserves, one on the north shore of Wapiti, another bordering on Lake Nipissing. On a general scale, Markis was located to the southwest, and its eastern edge abutted the southernmost portion of meandering Long Lake, a duplication of Edgewater Road with its collection of old cottages and new brick monster homes. “Let’s check his topos to get oriented.”


  He got up a bit stiffly in his black silk pyjamas and matching robe, and they went to the den. “Here’s the Burwash map we used for Bump Lake,” she said, then shook her head as her fingers traced locations. “We need something farther west. He probably portaged into other lakes or went down the rivers in his habitat research. Then again, maybe we’re way off base. He could have saved the clipping for someone else. Does he have friends who work with native people?”


  Mutt’s lips formed a tight line, and he turned away. Then he cleared his throat. Had she struck a nerve? Was this the jealousy Megs had implied? “For a short time, he lived with an older man, a professor of sociology at Brock. An expert in native diversity issues. Max Leaver. Even after we began our relationship, they still had coffee together once in a while and sparred over politics. Max is a bit right wing, which has to be an anomaly for a gay man, like those Log Cabin Republicans in the States.”


  “So you could ask him? Or—” She wanted to pursue the matter but worried about the intrusion.


  “I’ll give him a call. Out of courtesy, I tried to contact him when Gary...died, but got his machine. It’s a bit awkward.”


  “Maybe the article has no bearing on his research.” She still wasn’t clear on that benthos phenomenon. Mutt was recovering but a long way from total function. To press this too much wouldn’t be good for his self-esteem.


  He levelled his hazel eyes at her. “Gary never did anything without a reason. He was the perfect scientist.”


  Belle saw the copy of his novel that she’d returned that terrible morning. “I loved your book, especially the silent films you mentioned. Got the next two at Chapters.” In truth she’d picked them up half-price at Bay Used Books. “Which is your favourite?”


  Mutt smiled shyly. “That’s like asking a parent which child is the golden one. But I like to think I’m getting better, so I’d say the latest. It’ll be out in the fall.”


  “Great. You met the deadline?”


  He shook his head with a brave smile. “We’re always about eighteen months ahead of time. My deadline is for next year’s book, and I’m stuck in the middle.”


  She stood to go, sorry that she had mentioned his work and the ongoing problems. “I can get that topo for the area west of Burwash. Maybe we’ll notice something significant.”


  “I promised his chairman at Brock that I’d have a package to send on by the end of the summer. They can sort it out.” From upstairs they heard footfalls. Belle hastily twiddled her fingers at Mutt and slipped out the door.


  When she got home, she went downstairs to replace her water filters. No water bills arrived, but she had to maintain a pump and a heated water line, continuously threatened by hydro outages in sub-zero weather. She turned off the valve and unscrewed the clear blue plastic tubes, taking them to the sink. Out of each came a white cartridge to collect debris and sediments. As she held a container to the light, small creatures swam like brine shrimp. Belle flushed the residue down the drain, stifling the urge to retch. What bottled water had Rosaline recommended? Crystal...Springs? Those monster bottles would be the best buy. Still, she’d have to purchase a water cooler, too.


  Miriam was next on the list. If Yoyo was going to be off for more than a few days, or in the case that something dire happened with her pregnancy, she’d better check for back-up. She dialled Jack’s number, but a strange male voice answered. “Uh, a friend of Jack’s came in with a float plane, and Mimsy and him hitched a ride over to Lake Abitibi for some fishing at the guy’s camp. They’ll be back next Sunday.”


  Fishing. One step beyond rehabilitation. It sounded like a vacation. Belle gave the table a light pound as she rang off. But should she really blame Miriam? When they’d talked only a week ago, Yoyo had been holding down the fort like a legionnaire at Fort Zinderneuf. A bush trip sounded like good medicine for the pair. They’d camped all over Northern Ontario during the first years of their marriage, before their daughter Rosanne had come along. Belle would keep her fingers crossed about Yoyo. At least Jack sounded like he’d soon be on his own again. Then an alarming thought struck her critical brain. Maybe they were getting back together for good, and she would soon lose her cohort. The idea made her stomach turn cartwheels.


  SIXTEEN


  At the office the next morning, having been delayed by a multi-car accident with ambulances and tow trucks converging from all directions, Belle was surprised to see Yoyo under a full head of steam. Her colour was healthy, and she marshalled her body like a midget staff sergeant, bustling around with lemon furniture spray, loading the coffee machine. A gleaming smile lit up her face, and it wasn’t just the whitening strips. Perhaps the glow of pregnancy wasn’t a myth after all.


  “Back to normal?” Belle asked, shaking her golf umbrella onto the commercial carpet. A soft, warm rain had been falling since dawn, ideal weather for germinating the seeds in her garden. With recent events, she hadn’t even checked for telltale green sprigs.


  “Mom was right about those damn shrimp, the old doll. Good thing I didn’t panic. Our neighbour with a bleeding ulcer had to wait eight hours at the Emerg.” She handed Belle a list. “Four more prospects. We might move that water-access camp on Trout Lake. Ryan is willing to drop another two thousand, and a buyer called last week asking about a place in that range.”


  “Good work.” She checked her docket. Two free hours. Joey would be arraigned this morning, a sight she wanted to witness for atavistic satisfaction. Watching him led off in leg irons or the plastic equivalent would give her a boost. Then she’d get Ed and his ancient truck and clean the site so that she felt like walking there again. “Back in a few hours. I’m going to the courthouse. Call the cell if anything urgent comes up.” Suspecting strict protocol, she’d set it to vibrate.


  Ten minutes later, heading down Cedar Street, she parked the van far down the block in a free spot. A short hike brought her to the halls of the old provincial courthouse. Near the wet and drooping Canadian flag, a granite obelisk stood proudly in commemoration of those fallen in the two world wars. Hosts of red geraniums and perky zinnias had been planted to celebrate summer’s all-too-brief tenure. Asking a security guard, she was told that arraignments and bail hearings took place in Courtroom One, along the hall to the left.


  She seated herself in the back row, surprised to see almost a hundred people. Cases of all pedigrees appeared on the docket, from spousal assault to armed robbery to the rare murder. Sudbury had had only two so far that year, including a man left dead on frozen Lake Ramsey, par for Canada’s 3.8 per hundred thousand. Recently the long-awaited ban on pit bulls was creating a monster caseload of defiant owners turned in by fearful neighbours. Wives and mothers sat, wads of tissues to eyes. Surly teenagers skipping school had come to support their buddies, lounging long legs in the benches, their ball caps backwards, never wondering why the sun got in their eyes. Seeing the bailiff pass, she asked about Joey’s hearing. He consulted a clipboard. “Bartko? Alphabetical order. Your lucky day, miss.”


  To pass the time, she opened Mutt’s second book, anticipating a treat. In Death in Bluffers Park, Lucy was involved in a hot chase after liquor smugglers, boating their booty across Lake Ontario to lawless Buffalo. Though rife with its own blue laws, Canada had never signed on nationally to Prohibition, allowing cities to vote wet or dry. Rough-and-ready Sudbury’s preference had been a foregone conclusion. She smiled to read about Lucy watching The Gold Rush. Charlie Chaplin devouring his boots with a knife and fork was a comedic milestone. She made a promise to herself to read her father a few passages about his old stomping grounds.


  The courtroom was stifling, with only ceiling fans urging the heavy, humid air. Some muttering and movement at the front attracted her attention, and when Joey scuffled in wearing an orange jumpsuit with SPD on the back, she whispered an inner “yessss.” The days of wine and roses, or beer and chips, were over for this character.


  “All rise.” The courtroom came to its feet as the black-robed judge entered, a woman with sleek, razor-cut reddish blonde hair, a trace of grey at the temples and a simple black pearl on each ear. Judge Betty Dean, a no-nonsense lady similar to Miriam in age and deportment, rapped her gavel smartly and brooked no interruptions, dispatching Joey’s case with a flare of her sharp nostrils and a staccato delivery. The docket was so heavy that he would be getting free rent for the next nine months. Bail was denied because of his high risk, not to mention the breach of probation.


  Sneering at the decision, Joey had a few choice but cautiously mumbled words for the judge, tossing back his greasy hair as he stuck out his stubbled jaw. Two young men in caps, jeans and T-shirts gave Joey a “right-on” fist salute. Down came the gavel like a judgement of God. “That’ll do, Mr. Bartko, unless you want to be held in contempt. And that includes your ignorant friends. This is a court of law, not a tavern.” His lawyer, a fresh-faced woman from Legal Aid, her hair gelled in a flyaway fashion and wearing a ruffled blouse and a short skirt that displayed matchstick legs, whispered in his ear. Suddenly, all heads turned at a wail.


  “Don’t take my boy. He’s all I got. I put up my house for security like last time,” called a care-worn, wrinkled woman in the front row who spoke hesitantly with a thick accent. Getting up slowly to thump her walker toward the bench, she was nearly as wide as she was tall, a fireplug in a nondescript brown raincoat. She reminded Belle of Maria Ouspenskaya in countless films where a salt-of-the-earth Slavic woman was needed. Her steel-grey hair was covered by a bright red babushka. Orthopaedic shoes and heavy lisle stockings were on her feet. With a firm nod to the bailiff, Judge Dean sent the woman back to her seat, where she buried her face in her hands and keened in grief, comforted by a woman with Heidi-style white braids who patted her bowed back.


  Joey stood in cuffs, watching his mother with a concerned crease on his brow. Moving his manacled hands to his face, he brushed a tear from his eye. Then his gaze went to the back of the courtroom, fixed on Belle, and hardened into an ugly and feral expression. His friends caught the change and turned like a hyena pack to look at her. Lowering her head, she slipped out of the courtroom, feeling exposed and endangered. This had been a very bad idea. Joey had bragged that he had friends. What might they do for him?


  When she got to the office, she noticed Paul Straten’s card still on her bulletin board. She’d nearly forgotten about that baby elk. Had he received the autopsy report? Would anything conclusive appear, or would the death be unexplained? Mutt would be interested in any developments. Her call was routed to the departmental secretary at Nickel City College. “He left last week for Toronto with connections to Moscow and Siberia, where he’ll be working on a grizzly bear project in the Kamchatka Peninsula for the summer.”


  “Darn. I should have called earlier.” Belle bit her lip, then explained her connection with Paul and the visit to the college. “Did he get any test results?”


  “Pardon me.” The woman spoke to someone else, muffling the phone. “Sorry, a student came in with a late paper. You were asking about the elk, that poor little baby?”


  A surge of hope fluttered in Belle’s ribcage. “Yes. Did he mention it?”


  “He was gone when the fax came in. But he told me to call a...let’s see...Mutt Malloy.” She tittered at the name. “I tried, but no one answered. You’d think everyone would have an answering machine. Where is that consarned report? And the print was so small. Do they think we’re all thirty? I’ll need my...” She grumbled to herself amid sounds of drawers opening and closing and riffling of paper. “Here it is. The tissue samples showed signs of arsenic poisoning.”


  Belle sat up, posture at full alert, pencil poised on a pad, its point now history. Who would poison an elk? Farmers were no fans of the ungulates when they wandered into their fields around Massey to munch produce, but they were more likely to shoot first and ask for a trail permit later. Even so, Burwash and points west were thick bush, not succulent hay or alfalfa fields. “Arsenic? But how...” Her voice trailed off.


  “It does sound strange. I’m afraid I don’t know the first thing about those animals. I got transferred from the English department when it was eliminated in a cost-cutting...”


  As she rambled on, Belle heard less and less. Here was a development worth pursuing. “Maybe I can contact Professor Straten and ask him a few questions about these results. Does he have a cell phone number? Satellite access?” From tundra to tundra.


  “Dear me, no. He’s in a very remote location. I shouldn’t think he’d be in touch for weeks. They go in by helicopter and live in tents.”


  Belle left her number and sat back in her chair, testing the possibilities. Could the animal have encountered poison bait for wolves or coyotes? Hunted to near extinction, wolves were only now making a comeback. She remembered the lustrous silver pelt on the pine-log wall of an exclusive lodge catering to rich American hunters. On a snowmobile jaunt, she’d wandered in, and the owner had been polite enough to make her a coffee. Later that winter, she’d been privileged to witness the haunting sight of six beasts loping across the ice at dawn. The pelts belonged in action, form and function, not decorating a wall like a lifeless memory.


  Then the phone rang. Mutt said, “Sorry for the short notice and for calling you at work, but would you like to see a play at the Theatre Centre? My treat. Megs is going bonkers in the bush. It’s the least I can do, seeing that she did come up here.”


  Watching the two of them interact might be even better drama. “What’s playing?” A quick glance at her cotton blazer and slacks made her glad she’d left the jeans at home.


  “Ibsen’s An Enemy of the People. Megs was surprised at the choice. She thought the locals went for nothing but fluff.”


  A theatre history minor in university, Belle would have preferred Hedda Gabler or A Doll’s House, all of which she’d seen at Stratford. Ibsen was a century ahead of his time in his attitude toward women. How he burrowed inside the skin of frustrated Hedda or revealed the bold yet feminine spirit of Nora was a tribute to advanced sensibilities. But An Enemy of the People? She couldn’t recall the storyline. Sounded very political. Ibsen never scrupled about pointing fingers where scrutiny belonged.


  “Starts at seven thirty. We’re eating at Respect is Burning. Got to love the name. You’re welcome to join us.”


  “Better not. It’s going to be a squeeze. Meet you in the foyer? Oh, and I have some unusual news about the baby elk. It...” A couple came though the door. From his tailored suit to her stylish dress, they were cash on the hoof. Belle wouldn’t recognize Donna Karan if she fell over her, but it was a good guess. Yoyo greeted them with a dazzling smile and a handshake, nodding at Belle. “Clients. Catch you later, Mutt.”


  Her business concluded a short while later, a quick call to Hélène got Freya an invitation from the DesRosiers, her number-one babysitters. A tasty porketta was on the menu. Belle would have to do something special in return.


  With a spare hour, she drove to the Ontario Map Company, located in an unprepossessing bungalow at 463 Clinton Street. She always bought her topos for canoe trips there. Passing through the peeling white picket fence, she entered the house as a bell jingled. The narrow front room was dedicated to maps of all sorts with the emphasis on hunting or fishing.


  On a giant squared grid of Ontario, the clerk helped her locate the area west of Burwash then searched the corresponding drawer. The Copper Cliff number she pulled had INCO’s headquarter town at the upper right corner, but proceeded southwest all the way to the Markis Indian Reserve and the Penage Lake system. In between were numerous uninhabited lakes as well as the Burnt River. Did that explain why Gary had kept the clipping? She had no doubt that as a field scientist immune to weather and terrain, he’d canoed and portaged his way into the deep bush in pursuit of his beloved elk, but the reserve was rather far from Bump Lake. Water samples. Now arsenic. Was there a connection? Perhaps she could make time to see that zoologist Rosaline had suggested.


  At six thirty, she ate downtown at a sushi restaurant. This time she tried the surf clam and left with her taste buds winging from the pickled ginger and stinging from the wasabi mustard, a perfect combination.


  Centrally located on Shaughnessy Street across from Tom Davies Square, with its modern metal human sculptures, the Sudbury Theatre Centre was a magnet for the city’s intelligentsia and social climbers. She couldn’t imagine live theatre ninety years ago in a rough-at-the-edges mining town, yet drama had been an entertainment mainstay before films and television. The Chautauqua circuit had visited Sudbury on a regular basis. Oscar Wilde might have received the same rave welcome that Leadville gave him on his American tour, tossing back rye whiskey cup for cup with the boys and holding impromptu court deep in the mine as they christened the new shaft, the Oscar.


  As she entered the front doors, Mutt waved the tickets at her, spruce in his light charcoal suit with a red striped tie. In a backless black dress that exposed her bony skeleton, his sister was inspecting artwork on the lobby walls, many by Ivan Wheale, a local painter who specialized in the rocky shorelines of Georgian Bay. “Hello, Belle,” she said, joining them. “This optimistic brother of mine promised me some culture. I think half my brain cells have withered since I’ve been up here.”


  Gritting her teeth, Belle said in a hushed voice, “Don’t start a stampede, but we even have latte now.”


  Megs tweaked a corner of her narrow, fire-engine-red mouth. “Starbucks, probably, but they don’t carry Kopi Luwak from Indonesia. I treat myself once a week. Raven’s Brew has everything.”


  “Never heard of Kopi...” Suspecting that she was setting herself up, Belle didn’t attempt the rest of the name.


  Mutt gave an indulgent sigh, as if accompanying a rude child. “Gary told me about the process. This is hard to believe, but the palm civet eats the reddest berries, then they pass through its digestive system, with only the soft outer shell dissolving.”


  “Oh my G—” Belle put a hand over her mouth as the sushi repeated. Should have stuck with the California roll.


  Megs smirked, clearly enjoying a moment of triumph as they moved from the lobby. “The fermentation process adds a fabulous caramel flavour.”


  On this Friday evening, they settled into their seats amid a full house. The lights dimmed. Belle leaned into the plush seat and was transported to nineteenth century rural Norway. The plot is carried by Dr. Stockmann, who discovers that the runoff from a tanning mill upstream is polluting the local health spa. Yet instead of applauding his life-saving research, the local businessmen and mayor pressure him to cover it up. Corporate malfeasance over public conscience. Nothing had changed from The Jungle to Fast Food Nation to Sicko.


  As the act proceeded, Mutt, sitting in the middle, spread his arms along the backs of their chairs, ever so lightly touching her shoulder. The slight pressure and the citrus scent of his aftershave took her back to her first date with Gary, though Old Spice was de rigueur in those simple days. They had ridden the subway and trolley to a Fellini movie at the Runnymede. No one she knew then had owned a car, except for a few toughs who took auto shop instead of French and could fix junkers. When another boy slipped his arm around his girlfriend, Gary no doubt felt prodded to follow suit. She swallowed a lump in her throat, thinking about how he’d forced himself to act against his nature. It had been stifling in the old theatre, his hand lightly sweaty against her bare upper arm. Mutt’s gesture was a matter of posture, ingenuous and innocent, and it sent a message that he felt familiar with her. Given the option, you didn’t touch someone you didn’t like.


  At intermission, Belle read the liner notes, chuckling to herself. In a letter, Ibsen had written “the minority is always right. Naturally I am not thinking of that minority of stagnationists who are left behind by the great middle party which with us is called Liberal; but I mean that minority which leads the van, and pushes on to points which the majority has not yet reached. I mean: that man is right who has allied himself most closely with the future.” How many politicians were so brave, especially when safeguarding the environment hit the corporate wallet? Even the dinner table wasn’t safe. Spinach, carrots and tomatoes had been indicted, and now seafood would be off the menu in a few decades. Could even the Green Party save them?


  She pointed out the letter to Mutt, who had brought glasses of red wine from the bar, and he nodded. “Gary liked Ibsen. Told me he played a few roles in university theatre.”


  “He was a good actor. In more ways than one.”


  A sheen filmed Mutt’s eyes as he responded with a bittersweet memory. “His favourite role was Osvald in Ghosts. He drew parallels between the themes of venereal disease and the current HIV/AIDS situation. ‘Mother—give me the sun’, that killer line. Blind, doomed and begging for release. It brought down the house.”


  Over at the bar, Megs, décolletage edging ever south, had corralled a balding man in a casual tuxedo, his comb-over a trompe l’oeil. By rough count, she was on her third glass of wine, and she tossed her tiny head back to laugh like a rooster exposing its neck on the block. Mutt’s face had a “what-can-you-do?” expression. Had he bailed his sister out of many uncomfortable situations or watched from the sidelines? Belle wondered why these siblings were so different. As an only child, she had no yardstick.


  Megs had disappeared when the chime to return came, though they waited until the last minute. Perhaps she had gone off to play doctor. No doubt she considered the acting third rate and planned to make a few acid remarks. Just as well she was “missing in action”. Belle turned to Mutt. “Does she pull this often?”


  He finished his plastic cup of wine and put it in the trash. “Even as a teenager, she was a man-eater. Disastrous marriages. An alcoholic lawyer and an accountant who did jail time. Maybe one of your tough northern guys will give her a run for her money.”


  When the curtain fell at last, Belle wasn’t surprised to see that Mutt had nodded off, his head against her shoulder. So soon out of the hospital, he shouldn’t have overstretched his resources. “Wake up, sleepyhead.”


  “Huh!” He came to with a snort, rubbing his bleary eyes. “Sorry about that. I guess even one glass of wine was too much. Always was a cheap date.”


  They filed out and headed for the parking lot. Belle was still pondering the timeless theme. If Ibsen were alive today, he’d be leading the charge toward universal acceptance of the Kyoto Agreement. Where were the visionaries when you needed them? Drones and managers. It was depressing.


  Mutt reached the car and spread his hands, looking around the parking lot with a frown. “Where is she?”


  An ebony Jag XKE pulled up, and Megs leaned out the passenger window as if she were in a French film, batting her thickly-mascaraed eyes, a cigarillo dangling in her hand. She flipped it onto the pavement, then tossed Mutt her car keys. “Don’t wait up. Colin, I mean Dr. Marsh, is going to show me his house on Lake Ramsey. It’s a Frank Lloyd Wright design.” Before they could respond, the sleek vehicle merged into traffic like a cheetah parting a herd of wildebeest.


  Mutt stood with his mouth half open. Clearly this crossed the line, even for him.


  “I’ll give you a ride home,” Belle said, concealing her disgust. Didn’t the woman realize that her brother was in no shape to drive?


  As they forged down the Kingsway and exchanged the garish lights of town for the soothing darkness, an inverted bowl of ink with twinkling stars, she told him about the arsenic. “Did Gary ever mention elk getting poisoned by bait intended for other animals?”


  They made the turn past the airport and climbed the hill. Overhead, a small prop plane swooped over, a bird with Christmas lights on its wings.


  “Whoa. That’s off the wall. Are you sure they got all the figures right?”


  “How could they make a mistake? Arsenic’s either there, or it’s not. And these labs are independent. No axes to grind.”


  Mutt asked her to turn up the heater. After the ordeal, his metabolism was still on the slow side. “I think I remember from chemistry class that arsenic can occur naturally. Once it was used for cosmetics, even for health reasons. ‘Eating arsenic’, they called it. Small doses.”


  Belle eased off on the gas as they plunged down a hill. “You have quite a background. I guess that’s a writer’s territory.”


  “Got that tidbit from a mouldy old paperback, The Shocking History of Drugs. Plagues, poisons, things like that always fascinated me as a kid. Pretty morbid, eh?”


  “As long as you weren’t pulling wings off flies, I wouldn’t have been worried.” Putting herself in a parental role reminded her that fifteen-plus years separated them. In a strictly technical sense, she could have been his mother. She shook off the thought as she saw him lean back in his seat and relax.


  “It’s so dark out here. Don’t you love it?”


  As they turned onto Edgewater Road, piercing yellow eyes in the bush gleamed in Belle’s headlights. An owl peered from the branches of a large poplar. Such a privilege to see one of these nocturnal creatures whose call was “Who Cooks for You?” Thinking about birds, she recalled Rosaline Silliker’s thesis, which triggered another thread. “You mentioned an idea about Dave sabotaging Gary’s research. I’m starting to believe that.” She filled him in on her visit to the Ministry, the missing water tests, and Dave’s disappearance.


  Mutt turned his head to her, his voice gaining confidence as his thoughts sped up. “Little fragments are coming back. I went to the Ministry, and...I think I got into an argument with him. The guy has a bad attitude about gays. I came close to shoving him up against a wall when he mouthed off about Gary. But the office was the same as we left it. The secretary was busy with someone else, so I missed her input. You might be right. He had access to Gary’s work. Now he’s gone under a rock somewhere.”


  Belle narrowed her eyes as she scanned the road. Oddly enough, darkness was the safest time, animals aside. “Could it be connected with the robbery? Someone did take the laptop and camera. Remember the interest in the files.”


  Mutt looked confused. “Not the guy next door, then? He was my choice.”


  “After I talked to Bill, I scratched him off our list.” Belle tended to put dog lovers on the side of the angels, but she’d been wrong before. Something returned to her memory. She told him about that large white Buick.


  Mutt gave a deep sigh. “That night’s still one long wormhole between dimensions. All I remember is going to bed, then someone pulling on me. I woke up in the hospital with a royal headache.”


  “The car was there too long to be merely turning around. And not at three in the morning. Bill was too sick to notice much more. But in the dark, anything could have been possible.”


  “I don’t know anyone with a white Buick. Can’t say Gary didn’t. What are you thinking?”


  Belle’s chest tightened as a possibility emerged. “Maybe what happened to the furnace was no accident, my friend.”


  “The furnace? Why in the—”


  At the sight of oncoming lights over a hill, Belle pulled to the side, wary enough to avoid the soft ditch but brushing a few willows. “Let’s start with the break-in. Why would an ordinary thief concentrate on the study? Their chainsaw and generator were untouched, in an unlocked shed. There’s two thousand dollars alone. And the last notebook missing? To give us just enough information not to get suspicious. If they’d all been gone, we would have seen a definite plot.”


  “You’re way ahead of me, but the lack of sense makes sense, if you can follow that logic.”


  “You mean illogic.” The van eased into the yard, and she reached into the back for the rolled tube. “Today I bought the topo for the territory west of Burwash. Are you up to a decaf?”


  “I’m still pretty dry. A soft drink for me.”


  Belle made herself a coffee while Mutt took off his suitcoat, loosening his collar. “God, I hate ties. What a stupid idea.”


  “You ought to try pantyhose and spiked heels.”


  “That’s what a friend of mine says.” His grin made her laugh. Clearly he was close to normal again.


  Shortly after, walking into the study, they placed their drinks on the desk. Belle looked at the cola, something emerging from the corners of her mind. “Remember the old Pepsi can we found? Sure was strange that he kept that.” It reminded her of her mania as a teenager. She’d probably have put Gary’s pencil stubs in her museum.


  Mutt sipped from his drink, his Adam’s apple working. “Must still be in the truck.”


  Given the keys, Belle turned on the yard lights and hit the remote. In the extended cab, where the seats had been removed for more storage, she saw the plastic bag with the fragile can pushed to the side and picked it up carefully. A very odd souvenir. More to the point, what could have caused the aluminum to corrode?


  Together they sat on an overstuffed chintz sofa in front of the fireplace, where Mutt had cobbled together a quick pine blaze. The night was cool. Staring into the leaping flames was a pastime as old as the first men with sticks and a rock.


  She pulled over a floor lamp and turned it up to bright. “Spread out the topos on the coffee table and match them up. See if we can imagine where he went from Bump Lake.”


  Cracker Lake, Merit, Dooble, Brodill, Big Paddy, Paddy, deeper into the wilds as her finger moved west towards White Oak Lake. No roads, not even water-access black dots for camps. Occasional swamps were indicated by bushy symbols. Low elevations, the highest only a thousand feet. Perfect bug territory. Winding watercourses, Bevin Creek leading to Bevin Lake. This was barely charted wilderness, impossible to travel on foot, and hardly less ugly by canoe. No wonder Burwash had no escapees. The prison set one guard at each end of the nearby railroad tracks and one at the road to Route 69. West was the one impassable direction. What had Gary found?


  Mutt put a finger on the legend. “I see what you mean. It’s a nightmare, except by water. How often do they update these maps? This one’s 1993—quite some time ago.”


  “From what the woman at the map company said, they don’t bother unless the area’s getting urbanized, like around Tilton Lake. It used to be summer cottages. Now people commute from there.”


  Mutt followed her tracks with heavy eyelids. She watched his profile as the resinous kindling sputtered behind the screen, a bank of quarry tiles protecting the shiny oak planking. “If we accept the idea of sabotage on Dave’s part, could it have been just for spite, a random choice? Or did the dead elk mean something more to Gary?”


  “The arsenic is proof that he was right to keep the body.” A reactive smile died on Mutt’s face. The corners of the room etched with shadows, they sat in a warm halo of light. “Do you want to take this all the way? As a mystery writer, I can see incarnations of evil everywhere. Go back to the beginning. Suppose his death was no accident.”


  “That was my first thought.” Belle sat back into the pillows with electrical charges rising from her spine. “The booze never made sense. A set-up. Are we saying someone hit him?”


  “The blow came from behind, remember? It was possible that he fell and hit his head, but I’m saying he would have landed in the canoe. So let’s imagine he was struck on land and then taken out onto the lake.”


  “In the middle of nowhere? Who would he meet? Did they get into an argument, or was the whole thing planned? I can’t see him inviting Dave into his boat.” Belle stretched out her sock feet and enjoyed the warmth of the blaze. “Nobody’s at Bump Lake except for the occasional teenager and sportsmen like that Patch guy. What’s the connection? It’s possible that Dave would have known his plans, though. I wonder where he was when Gary died.”


  Belle’s gaze went to the mantel, where a handsome bronze urn sat. “Is that...”


  “Came yesterday from the Cooperative Funeral Home. I was supposed to collect it, but they were helpful enough to send it out by courier when they heard about my accident.” He stood and walked over to lift the container gently. “A few pounds. Dust thou art and dust returneth—”


  “Don’t forget the important part: ‘Was not spoken of the soul’.” The fragile carapace around a person was as insignificant as the urn itself. Useful for its tenure but a temporary home for a spirit.


  Mutt held the urn in his arms like a baby, but at last he replaced it and went over to the double tape deck. “I’ve played this over and over. His voice had deepened, but I recognized it. Like knowing him as a boy. I made a copy, so I can give yours back.”


  Belle swallowed a lump in her throat. “Play it for me. I haven’t heard it since university. God knows why I kept it.” But she knew.


  He started the tape, and she was whisked back almost thirty years. First “Once in the Highlands”, then “There But for You Go I.” At “It’s Almost Like Being in Love”, she had to turn away. Almost. What does anyone know of love at seventeen? A trick of hormones aimed at procreation ASAP. Yet for the innocent she had been, a tear sneaked from her eye. “In thy valley, there’ll be love.” The final words faded back into the distance of time, where they belonged. Shangri-la was a place of dreams, no longer of this earth.


  She could tell from Mutt’s posture that he was close to exhaustion. The song ended, and he turned off the player. “Whatever fine points a serious investigator could have brought to bear on the forensics at the scene, everything’s long gone now,” she said.


  One small ember of hope lingered in his voice. “Court TV is one of my favourite shows. Cold cases are often broken by someone snitching or a paper trail.”


  “And we’re unlikely to find either, now or in 2025.” Belle looked out the window. A lone houseboat lit by a lantern Huckleberry Finn style, putted down lake like a sedate dowager, except for the boom box sending “Love Me Tender” echoing across the still water. Ed and Hélène on a moonlight cruise. “The logical course is to ask Dave a few questions, but I don’t even know his last name. Maybe Marj—”


  “If the Ministry can’t find him, how can you?” Mutt stifled a yawn. “Guess I should—”


  “Sorry for rambling on. You need your rest. Anyway, we still have our mysterious Pepsi can. I’ll show it to a friend of mine in chemistry at the university. What have we got to lose? And when Paul Straten gets back, we can follow up on the elk poisoning. That zoologist might be back, too.”


  “I wish I could do something.” Double vertical lines creased above the bridge of Mutt’s nose. “Bloody Words starts Thursday. I’ll be gone for three days.”


  She nearly laughed out loud, despite the late hour and her growing sleepiness. Belle hadn’t been up this long since the last election. “Bloody Words? What’s that?”


  “Canada’s biggest mystery conference. Authors, fans, publishers, agents, the whole shebang. I reserved at my usual B&B on Jarvis months ago. And I can take time to see my father. He’s doing better. This might be a breakthrough for us.”


  Belle touched his hand. Why was she tempted to make contact with him? She wasn’t the touchy-feely type. “Are you strong enough? Is Megs taking you?”


  “With her,” she nearly added in high hopes.


  He gave a tired laugh.


  “The plane is fine. I’d bow out if I could, but I’m committed to speaking on a historical panel as well as the usual signings and manning a booth for the Crime Writers of Canada. Besides, that kind of activity energizes me, takes me outside myself.”


  “Tell you what. I want to read about Lucy’s next adventure. You write, I’ll investigate. Deal?”


  When Belle returned home, Freya had long since been delivered by the DesRosiers, but she was unusually restless, rooing at the least noise, a plane, a passing vehicle, even a barking fox on night patrol in search of rabbit pie. Belle went into the computer room to check her answering machine. Two hang-ups, not that irregular, given the cold-calling machines that struck at six and disconnected after a few rings. She could still see Bartko’s ugly, threatening face on her deck and in the courtroom. Better start locking her doors like Steve had suggested. With her luck, she’d probably lose her key, have to get a ladder to reach the roof, then leap the yawning abyss to her bedroom balcony.


  After a quick shower, she rolled into the undulating waterbed, sailing on her favourite ocean liner to dreamland. Despite the hour and her long prayers including the quick and the dead back to age five, sleep avoided her like a terrified groom. Her grandfather had been obsessive-compulsive, by modern diagnosis, and she carried the genes, by now reduced harmlessly to closing a book on a “lucky” page that didn’t have sevens or add up to thirteen. She was running through a scenario of being snowbound in a cosy cabin, heating beans on the wood stove, finally nodding off when the phone rang. Sitting up with a start, she grabbed the portable model on her night table. “Hello?” Seconds passed. “Hello?” She heard only the sound of heavy breathing, the absence of speech that struck a primal terror.


  SEVENTEEN


  Cowardly bastard,” she said, punching off the set with a vengeance. Then she flicked on the lights, put on her slippers, and stomped to the utility room in the basement. which contained the washer, dryer, small freezer, water heater, furnace and a host of handy cabinets plundered from the old cottage. Standing on a footstool, she stretched into the rafters for a black plastic bag with Uncle Harold’s old twelve-gauge. She broke the gun and peered into the chambers. Empty, good citizen. Where were those shells? Ed had given her two last New Year’s, when he’d fired his shotgun over the lake after she played “Auld Lang Syne” on her trumpet.


  Upstairs in the china cabinet, she reached into the Toby jug of Merlin, who guarded her mother’s seven Royal Doulton ladies, white elephants passed on to an unappreciative daughter. Her fingers found two cartridges. No one would find her defenceless again. She shook her fist Scarlett-style and went back upstairs to lock her doors for a change. Surely Joey’s pals would tire of the harassment.


  The next morning, Belle called a former client at Shield University, Athena Christakos. The sweet Greek lady with the best baklava in town taught basic chemistry to freshmen and was always perking by six.


  “Sounds like you need a metallurgist more than a chemist,” she said. “I’ll be at the office all day until vacation starts next week. Drop it off here any time. If I’m not around, the secretary will take it.” She paused and tried to muffle the phone, but Belle could still hear “Mira, leave your brother alone. If he doesn’t want his yoghurt, that will be his problem when he’s a bent old man at sixty.”


  With no access to a ski bag, minutes later Belle tucked the shotgun into the dog blanket in the van and left the yard. When she got to the office, Yoyo was arriving, a subdued Baron with his ears askew by her side. “Damn low air in a tire again. Happens all the time. Mom says I aim at every pothole in town.”


  “My road is a minefield, too. I even bought an air compressor. Try getting new valves installed.”


  Baron headed for the back room with a decidedly stiff gait. Tuned to canine conformation, Belle noticed it and frowned. “What’s the matter with your boy? Did he hurt his leg?”


  “Baron, come here. Show Belle your owee.” The dog returned, lay down, and rolled over at Yoyo’s hand signals. Belle gave her credit for taking time to train the large animal. His pink belly streaked with cream hairs led the eye to a decided absence of the masculine companions. Yoyo considered him with a mournful expression. “I finally did the deed. Petville Animal Hospital had a subsidized rate for the first five people to apply. But his poor empty purse. How tragic.”


  Never having had a male dog, Belle was unfamiliar with the finer points of the neutering process. “I don’t understand. Was there some option?”


  “Not unless I’d acted sooner. He is a very, very big boy. People turned their heads, especially in hot weather when his ballies dropped to stay cool.” She wobbled her lip with a sigh. “They say it’ll shrink.”


  An hour later, Belle took off for a walk over to Cedar Street then to Elgin to drop off ads at Northern Life. This seedy part of town included cheque-cashing outlets, a few scabrous bars, and alongside the railroad that bisected town in the least attractive spot, the huge new Farmer’s Market, a glory of glass and metal designed as a year-round venue for the produce vendors that operated in tents during summer. Unfortunately, the higher rents were proving too rich for slim pockets, and many stalls were empty. She stopped at a Mexican food booth with a pleasant Chicano grandmother and picked up a double order of tamales.


  The rich aroma of the spicy tomato/pork/corn roll-up was tantalizing her salivary glands when she saw a familiar figure emerge from a pawnshop and head toward her. The fugitive Dave? So he had stayed around town after all. After his theft at the Ministry, how paranoid would he be at her approach? Then again, how could he know that she’d heard about his crime?


  “Dave! Over here!” she yelled, waving one arm, the other cuddling the package like a warm puppy.


  He stopped and gave her a furtive stare. “I need to talk to you,” she called, as a massive freight train with four locomotives blew its whistle and charged past, sending up clouds of dust and leaving the air perfumed with diesel fumes. Belle rubbed at her eyes, blinking.


  When she looked up, she saw him on the run, heading down Elgin and turning sharply into an alley. She considered the delicious package. Swearing, she placed it on the doorstep of an abandoned shoe shop, probably some homeless person’s sleeping spot. Running at top speed, dodging a few drifters lounging with paper bags outside May’s Tavern, she reached the alley, then paused. At the end was an eight-foot chain-link fence and an overflowing dumpster. A street person rummaged through a discarded pizza box.


  “Did you see a guy run past here?” She placed her hands on her knees and sucked back air.


  The grizzled face had a crooked smile, several teeth missing, the rest rusty pegs. “Yeah, he went over like a pole vaulter. Got into that red truck. Want a boost?” In the distance, a Dodge Ram burned rubber and roared off. Running certainly indicated guilt. But as a thief, saboteur, or even a murderer?


  “Thanks for your help.” Belle passed him a toonie.


  Returning to the doorway, she was dismayed to find her tamales gone. Some soul had good taste.


  At four she drove down Paris, taking Ramsey Lake Road past Laurentian Hospital. Farther along, she turned into the Shield University complex, home to five thousand students and site of the province’s new Medical School. At last the doctor-poor North could train its own. But would they stay?


  Winding her way around campus, Belle parked at a meter near the Science Building. Stopping to admire the view of Lake Ramsey with its jewelled islands and monster houses, she saw a dragon boat team paddling in rhythm on the glassy surface.


  On the first floor, in a cluttered office resembling a landfill, she found Athena, marking lab reports. How she found time to raise three children under twelve amazed Belle. Never one to fuss about clothes, she wore a grey jumper over a pair of tights and Birkenstock clogs. She looked up and stood to give Belle a hug. “The kids have grown six inches since I last saw you.” On the wall were several photos of a birthday party.


  Belle admired the sweet, candid shots. Like their beautiful mother, the children were modelling material, lucent light-olive skin from their Italian father, dark hair and laughing brown eyes with lustrous lashes. Examples of their crayon work were pinned on the bulletin boards.


  “So let’s see this legendary can,” Athena said, holding out her hand. With the other, she brushed back a strand of streaked brown hair that had escaped from a leather ponytail clip.


  Belle pulled it from the paper bag, holding it like the Holy Grail. “Careful, it’s very eroded. Sharp pieces could cut you.”


  Athena paused, fingers pulled back. “Should we be concerned about fingerprints?”


  “Too late now, but I don’t think that’s where the mystery lies. Even filled with cement, it would make a poor murder weapon.”


  With the delicacy of a scientist, Athena turned the can to catch the light from the floor-to-ceiling window. “Aluminum is a very sturdy metal. Doesn’t rust like iron or steel. Out in the open, it can last for decades. Something’s been at this.”


  “Been at?” Belle took a seat on a secretarial stool in front of a computer, rolling back and forth. “Not an animal—”


  “No, something quite corrosive.” Athena traced the faded metal, lacy in spots, with a feathered touch. “Clearly this has been in contact with an acid substance. Where was it found?”


  Belle spread her hands. “That’s the mystery. A friend of mine was working down in Burwash and points west. I can’t guarantee that’s where he found it, but it’s an educated guess. And he kept it. That’s the strange part.”


  “You have me intrigued. What did he say? Why is it so important to you?” Her pleasant manner showed concern, not annoyance.


  With little time of her own, Athena penetrated to the core of the matter, a rare combination of empathy and logic. Belle decided to tell her about Gary and Mutt. One more therapist couldn’t hurt.


  “An old boyfriend of yours? I’m at a loss for words.” She put a hand on her chest.


  “I’ve taken enough wisecracks from everyone I’ve told. You wouldn’t have recognized me at eighteen.”


  Carrying a report, a student appeared in the doorway, then pulled back, mumbling an apology. Belle felt guilty about taking up the woman’s time. Imagine if someone barged into her office during peak hours. “Anyway, can you get me any more information on what caused the corrosion?”


  Athena pointed out the door and across the hall where a sign on an office read, “Rick Cooper, Metallurgy”. “Our man’s usually here in the afternoons. One glance and he’ll have an answer.”


  Fifteen minutes later, approaching her office, Belle saw a squat figure emerge, come down the steps with a walker and get into a waiting Neon, which chugged off. Was that Joey’s mother or a local baba? Down the street was the Ukrainian Seniors Home, and the mobile ladies did regular walkabouts.


  “Did a Mrs. Bartko stop by? I thought I recognized her,” she asked Yoyo as she poured herself a cup of coffee. Ever since Megs had mentioned that specialty brew, she hadn’t taken quite the usual pleasure in her daily cups. Missing Miriam more and more, she had started using her cohort’s “Are We Having Fun Yet?” mug.


  “Sure did, and I don’t mind telling you that my grandma’s Ukrainian comes in handy. Vitayu. Hello. Dyakuyu. Thank you. Chalk another one up for yours truly.” Yoyo raised her arms in a double victory sign.


  “So I guess she’s selling her house. If Joey’s going away for a long time, she’d be better off in a small apartment. And she probably wants the cash for a lawyer.” Belle gave her credit for pride instead of a pump on the public purse. “But it’s hard to believe that she chose this company after my problems with Joey.”


  Yoyo shrugged. “I don’t think she made the connection. She asked for someone called Harold Palmer. He sold her the place decades ago.”


  Belle nodded as she pointed to a picture of a moustached, white-haired man with a fifty-pound muskie. “That’s my uncle.” Miss you, Pal Hal.


  “My feet are killing me. It’s this extra weight. I bet I’ve gained fifteen pounds. That’s about on course with Mom. You could hardly tell.” Yoyo put Miriam’s foot roller into action, savouring the sensation. “I told Mrs. B. that you’d want to give her place a once-over before settling on the asking price. She’s not going to get a fortune over there on a side street, even with the recent renos she mentioned.” Homes in the million-dollar range had been erected on MacClennan Drive along the hill overlooking the sheltered bay.


  Belle grunted at the thought of those renos and their leftovers dumped in the bush. “Right, but you never want to own the most expensive house on the block.”


  Yoyo chortled. “What were you doing at the courthouse, by the way? Even the idea brings up bad memories and makes me nervous.”


  Belle squirmed in her chair, then explained her connection with Joey. “Can you can see why I want to keep a low profile?”


  “Wow. Sounds like a dangerous man. Why not tell her to find another realtor?”


  Belle listened to the siren call of the cash register and gave a dismissive gesture. “He’s in jail, so he’s not going to bother me. Why would I want to lose the commission? Not on your life.” She neglected to mention the unsavoury friends. If she didn’t think about them, maybe they would go away.


  “What about your life? Even an idiot like that has connections, probably as nuts as he is. And he operated a meth lab? Sheesh.” Yoyo aimed her finger like a pistol, cocked and dropped the thumb, and blew on the tip of the “gun”.


  “Don’t worry about me. I have some...” Her words were drowned out by the roar of a motorcycle pushing decibels just shy of a jackhammer.


  “What did you say?”


  “I HAVE SOME PROTECTION IN THE VAN.” The noise outside dropped to zero halfway through her answer. With no clients around, she put her feet up on the desk, flicked a dog hair from the stretch jeans and unbuttoned her blazer.


  Steve came around the corner from the bathroom, his voice a growl that would have done a cougar proud. “Did I hear ‘protection’ and ‘in the van’ in the same sentence? You better be talking about birth control.”


  EIGHTEEN


  Belle tossed Yoyo an evil look and dropped her feet to the floor. “Why didn’t you tell me Steve was here?”


  “ ’Cause I know your priorities. Money first.” Sticking out her tongue in a mischievous gesture, she rose, placing a hand on her back with an “oooo” in a classic pregnant pose. “No rest for the wicked. Gotta hit the bank for some deposits. Later, guys.”


  As the door closed, Steve arced a paper towel into the wastebasket and folded his arms. Round one was about to begin. She heard the gong. “What do you have in the van, or maybe I don’t want to know. Tell me it’s a hockey stick.”


  No time for charades. He was furious. Belle mumbled a few words, and he exploded, pacing back and forth like a caged man. “Are you crazy? It gets stolen, and then where would you be? Arming a nervous young punk to hold up a convenience store?”


  “Okay, it’s just...” When she started spinning her wheels, Belle knew she was in trouble. Why didn’t she shut up until this blew over? She bit her lip and considered the ceiling. Was that a water spot or a ladybug?


  “It’s just about showing up at that hearing. Detective Burns told me he saw you scuttling out with Joey’s buddies watching your stupid back.”


  “All right! It was a mistake. A stupid one. I’m stupid. Now I’m keeping a low profile.” She didn’t take issue with the scuttling, but it made her feel like a trilobite.


  He gave the desk a pound that rattled her teeth, then added a glare that could scorch paint. “You couldn’t do that if you changed into a garter snake. And as for the shotgun, it better be back in your rafters by supper, or I’ll come get it myself.”


  “You wouldn’t dare.” Her heart beat a conga rhythm. Maybe he was right, but paternalism went only so far before her independence was compromised.


  “The fine for an unlicensed firearm is two thousand dollars, and jail time in some cases. To use your own yardstick, take that to the bank.”


  Two thousand from the last commission. Already earmarked for the new sign. “I never said it was un—”


  Then the door slammed, and she was alone. Except for Baron, snoring in the back room. Belle went to his side and stroked the soft fur, wiping unbidden moisture from her eye. She knew Steve’s anger would flare out like a Canada Day sparkler, but this would take time. She didn’t envy him, Janet on one side and her on the other. Scylla and Charybdis. Was she the whirlpool or the nymph?


  Shaking herself back to action, Belle saw the Maki Cove literature, which she’d neglected to send to Rosaline. She put it into a large mailing envelope and searched the white pages. No Silliker. Unlisted? Or perhaps her husband preferred to get his calls at work or by cell. Addressing it to the Ministry offices by default, Belle added a note about arranging a tour for the mother. Then she wrote a postscript: “You might be interested to know that Dave Watson is still around. I saw him from a distance downtown.” Perhaps the police could do something with that information. With her luck, it would tailspin into another crisis like the one with Joey.


  The next day, Belle met Athena for coffee. They were enjoying the doughnut of the month, a chocolate caramel variety. “All the fat in muffins, might as well enjoy one of these babies,” Athena said, patting her stomach. “It’s hard to get back into shape the older you get. When I think of the soccer I used to play...”


  Belle accepted the bag with the can. “What did Rick say?”


  “Lakes close to town that suffered in the acid-rain years had tons of cans like these, especially near the tailings ponds.”


  Belle searched her memory, recalling the geography on the new topo. “You mean like around Kelly Lake Road near Copper Cliff? My friend wasn’t within seventy-five miles of there.” Then she recalled that one of his studies had involved nickel content in fecal pellets of moose browsing near the core area. That might have been a few years ago. She couldn’t recall the publishing date of the monograph. Ancient history? Yet he’d only been in the ministry office this summer. Had he found the can years ago on one of his trips and brought it with him? With the reason for the corrosion so obvious, why keep the object at all?


  “Rick had another suggestion. What about an old mine back in the bush?”


  Of course, Gary would be concerned about habitat if he’d found something dangerous, something toxic. Belle started making connections. The elk. Now the can. High acid content? “I’ll check the topo, but offhand, I don’t remember seeing any of those little crossed pick and axes used as a mine symbol. What about the arsenic idea?”


  Athena beamed like a June sun on a sandy beach. “My own tests on a folded crease show arsenic residue.”


  Belle scratched her ear. She’d loathed every science course she’d been compelled to take. “Is arsenic a by-product of nickel smelting?”


  Athena hmmed to herself. This wasn’t her area of expertise. “From what I can recall from my distant studies, it’s more a factor in gold mining.”


  “But INCO processes all kinds of trace metals. Platinum. Palladium.”


  “True. You need another opinion.” She gave Belle the name of a mining and geology professor at Nickel City College.


  On the way home later, Belle fell into a trance along Radar Road, hardly aware of making the turn up the airport hill until a gravel-hauler pulled out of the pit and forced her to brake. She’d promised Mutt that she’d make inquiries, but she could have used a second pair of legs. The elk, the missing water samples, now the can. Had they overlooked any other clue in Gary’s last few weeks? He’d been such a solitary man, but that was what he’d loved about the job.


  Approaching Mutt’s, she saw him in the yard, filling the washer fluid reservoir in the Prius. He wore a crisp blue turtleneck over wheat jeans and slip-on hikers. Belle wondered about his future love life. Would he look actively for a partner or let life transport him where it would?


  “Need a ride to the airport?” she asked, getting out of the van.


  “Naw. Short-term parking’s fine with me. Easier when I get back instead of taking a taxi.”


  She hadn’t seen the Infiniti in the drive. “Megs?”


  He grinned. “Seems she went to Vegas with her new boyfriend, Colin. He’s a plastic surgeon.”


  “Kismet or what? I see discounts in her future.” What would the woman try next?


  “She seems pretty stuck on the guy. First time I’ve seen her this serious in a long time. But as for more surgery, she was told last time that her nose might collapse. Has to keep clearing it with Q-tips.”


  Belle gave an inward shudder as that memory clicked home. Then she told him what she had learned from Athena. A shadow crossed his face. “Mining, eh? Gary and I took a trip to Yukon once to hike the Nahanni and heard some horror stories about contamination left behind at abandoned mines. By-products like arsenic and cyanide.”


  “I’m asking a specialist. When you get back, I’ll have more information.”


  He nodded. “That Max Leaver I mentioned? He hadn’t heard from Gary in years. Can’t see why he’d lie at this point. He was quite upset.”


  Belle put a hand on Mutt’s shoulder. “Take good care of yourself.”


  He took her hand, kissed it and made a mock bow. “Your wish is my command. And since I’ll be in Toronto, can I bring you back anything?”


  “Certainly no Kopi Luwak coffee. How about picking up a great bottle of wine at their big Vintages store by the waterfront? I’ll go as high as...fifty dollars.” Had she really said that? What were her feelings toward this man? Elementary psychology would probably say that she had transferred her affections from Gary to him, revisiting the mentality of her hot-blooded teenage years. Did he see her as ridiculous, or was he enjoying their friendship? As she watched him drive off with a wave, she was sorry she wasn’t going along. She was beginning to feel like a schoolgirl, shoving work aside to play when they could have put their heads together about Gary’s project. Would she ever know the truth?


  The next day Belle had showings at the far reaches of town, from Chelmsford to Onaping all the way down to Lively. This was the best week yet for the business, a rising curve that usually peaked in mid-July. She was contemplating giving Yoyo a raise, a generous part of her mind duelling with the usual pesky scruples about finance. The woman would probably be gone in a few weeks. Why not toss a few more dollars her way? Belle thought of Coco’s macular degeneration.


  When she came in to drop off a load of paperwork just before five, she passed a crowd on its way out of the office, a happy sight. Yoyo was copying information from a couple from Windsor who had taken teaching jobs at Nickel City College. A wave of recent baby boomer retirements had thinned the ranks. Belle sat them down, glancing at the coffee machine. Nearly empty. “I used to be a teacher,” she said to break the ice. “What are your subjects?”


  Judy Johnson said, “I’m in math. Ted is in psychology.”


  Good choices, she thought. One was cut and dried, or so she imagined. And, unlike English, no one ever said that they hated psychology. That would be disliking yourself.


  After she’d shown them pictures and data about two choice properties on Atlee Street, a stone’s throw from the college, she pencilled in a visit on Monday. As they left, she turned to Yoyo, who was cracking open a container of chocolate milk. “Busy, I take it?”


  “It was a mob scene. People coming and going. Half an hour ago, there must have been a dozen at once. Mrs. Bartko came in again. Says her neighbour is going to give the outside a coat of paint this weekend. She didn’t look so good, poor lady. Very short of breath. An aunt of mine—”


  Why did women love to gab about health concerns? You got old, you got sick, you died. Why dwell on it? Belle checked her watch and made a Papal blessing. “Ten to five. I declare a holiday. Go forth and multiply.”


  “One will be totally enough.” Yoyo broke into a wave of laughter. “You’re getting soft, boss. On the other hand, you know I’ll take some of this home.” She fluttered a pile of papers on the desk.


  Belle yawned. “I didn’t get my portion of coffee today with all those showings. Want the last of the pot?”


  “No way. I’ve been having some reflux lately. Had to lay off. Another perk—get it?—of approaching motherhood.” Yoyo pressed her breastbone and gave a tiny burp. “’Scuse me.”


  Belle smiled. Yoyo was fun to have around, but a little went a long way. She appreciated Miriam’s steady, no-nonsense approach to the job. Pouring herself the black dregs, swirling it to cool, she gulped it down too fast, nearly burning her mouth. Usually Yoyo made great coffee, but this must have been sitting for hours. It was faintly bitter, too, like espresso. She finished it as her lazy lot, then sat down and gave her agenda a quick scan.


  Yoyo returned from the bathroom, where she’d scoured the coffee pot. Walking over to Belle’s desk, she tapped her plaid watch. “One minute after five. Got your pound of flesh after all. So you’ll lock up?”


  “Nope, all through.” Closing her daybook, Belle stood abruptly, then reached out a hand toward the desk as the room tilted like the Whirlygig at Sunnyside Amusement Park.


  “You okay?” Yoyo asked, grabbing her arm. “Was your leg asleep or something? I love that phrase. Sounds like it has a mind of its own.”


  Shaking her head, Belle sat back down. “Just a bit...dizzy. Happens sometimes when I stand up too suddenly, or I’ve been travelling at a high speed and stop to get out of the van.” She had always moved fast, a dervish valuing velocity over perfection. Was this a warning? When had her last check-up been?


  Yoyo regarded her with an analytical eye. “How old are you, anyway, if I might ask?”


  Mind reader? Belle flushed slightly. Not that she cared, but every woman had a kernel of vanity, especially when confronted by a younger specimen. “Somewhere between forty-five and death,” she replied, paraphrasing a line from Auntie Mame.


  Yoyo’s brow wrinkled, and she raised a grim, warning finger. “Aha. Sounds like high blood pressure. My mom had spells like that, but she’s on metoprosomething now. Has the readings of a two-year-old. Don’t be stubborn about needing medication. That’s called denial.”


  “It wasn’t a ‘spell’. You sound like I’m in my dotage. And besides, hypertension doesn’t run in my family until seventy-five.” She blinked a few times, then spread her hands. “I’m fine now. Really. A splash of cold water will wake me up. And Yoyo...” The other woman set her expression to neutral, as if not knowing what to expect. “Thanks for your concern. I mean it.”


  A few minutes later, still wet around the ears, Belle got into the van, and driving with extra prudence, pulled into the street and headed for the Kingsway. Yoyo was a decent sort, old indiscretions aside. With this latest rush of business, why not toss a few hundred dollars her way? Profit-sharing was a motivator, even for the short term. And it was possible that she might need her services again. Losing Miriam to Jack was unthinkable, but it could happen. Romance did that to people. Just because Belle had chosen a career over a relationship didn’t mean everyone did.


  Traffic was exceptionally heavy, and she stuck to the right lane, despite the curbside potholes that gave ball-joint manufacturers and alignment shops happy faces. The dizziness was gone, but she still felt lightheaded. What had she had for lunch? A couple of cheese-and-cracker snacks from Mike’s Mart. And the cherry fritter, Tim’s biggest doughnut, had probably sent her blood readings into toxic overload.


  At least the weekend was here, and she’d be able to broil a steak, relax on the deck, soak up a few rays. Not too many, with her reddish hair and fair complexion, like her father. She blew out a disgusted breath. Everything was bad for you lately. She watched traffic wing off like colourful bats into consecutive fast-food caves, Harvey’s, Wendy’s, McDonald’s, the local Deluxe Hamburgers that had its hardcore fans and sold luscious gravy to go with fries and a chicken sandwich cut on-site from the bone. Somehow the thoughts made her nauseous, a rare condition. Too much stomach acid from the coffee? What a person got away with at twenty, she paid for down the road. Then as Belle reminded herself to merge left at Falconbridge Road, a dangerous construction bottleneck, she nearly sideswiped a small vehicle in her blind spot. Its strident horn shook her back to reality. One of those Smart Cars? “Get a crash test, you dummy!” she yelled out the window.


  As she passed OK Tire, then the defunct White Rose horticultural complex, she turned on the air conditioner. The van was warm, hot sun pouring like pernicious lava through the shaded windows. She felt sleep-deprived, though she knew that wasn’t the case. Should she pull into the IDA parking lot and take a nap? Maybe Yoyo was right. Carlo the pharmacist gave free blood pressure tests. What was the matter with her? Surely she could hang on another twenty minutes. Maybe she’d had a stroke. What a ridiculous thought, but typical of a hypochondriac. She tried a facial test, smiling at both corners of her mouth.


  Cruising through Garson, she found herself fixated on a large man in a motorized wheelchair navigating the sidewalks at a fast clip. Should she get her father one? When the concrete ran out, the man switched to the road, a Canadian flag waving from a six-foot fibreglass antenna. Then again, if her father putted out the side door when a resident deactivated the alarm, she didn’t want to imagine the consequences. He might drive down the middle of the road looking for a barbershop on Yonge Street. Suddenly she was coming up fast at traffic waiting at a light. Belle jammed on the brakes, nearly plowing into the bumper of a truck. As her tires screeched, the driver gave her a scowl through the rear view mirror and an Italian salute out the window. How rude. Belle shook her head. Some of the signs seemed slightly blurry, as if she needed new glasses. Wouldn’t that be a nice bite into her bank account?


  As she left the final light, she rolled down the window to clear her head and speeded up, letting the wind rush through her hair. Who cared about the sixty kilometre per hour speed limit through the short, residential area? Police never patrolled it anyway. A strange euphoria was coming over her, though a sheen of sweat glazed her brow. Why had she been so worried about Mutt? He was off to Toronto, nearly fully recovered. Business was good, and Miriam would soon be back. She’d give Yoyo a bonus. How her eyes would shine at two thousand, no, three. Shoving in one of her homemade tapes, she started singing “Money, Money, Money” from Cabaret, banging her fists on the steering column in rhythm. A yellow helicopter buzzed overhead, heading for the Ministry pad to join the army of water bombers. Feeling grateful, she gave them all a welcoming wave. “Hello, boys...and girls. You stand on guard for me.” In her exultation, the seatbelt seemed confining. Stupid invention. What had people done before it had been invented? She snapped it free and took a deep, liberating breath.


  Then she was heading around a sharp curve, where someone had built a descanso in memory of a traffic victim. A pile of stones and plastic daffodils on the barren ground. The banking was wicked, and the cracked and leaning wooden guard posts looked like neglected teeth ready to snap at her. With the concentration of playing a video game, her tongue poking out the corner of her mouth, she tried to steer away from the yellow line as an approaching pick-up pulling a wider RV came whisper-close to her side mirror. Idiot. He should be jailed, pulling a big tin can like that at rush hour. A power surge came over her, and she felt like she could wrestle tigers. Her foot pushed to the floor, and her head rolled back. This baby could fly. Vans were no sissies.


  How odd that she hadn’t reached her road yet. Too much daydreaming. Snap out of it, girl. Grrrrrl. That’s what Yoyo would say. Yet nothing looked familiar any more, as if she were in a different country. She blinked and swallowed. Her throat was dry from that wretched coffee.


  Ave atque vale. Edgewater Road on her left. The mailbox pavilion was gone, but that didn’t fool her. Someone always slammed into it on black ice once a year. How would she get her mail now, though? The authorities would never spring for home delivery. And what was that sofa doing in the middle of the field? More dumping? She continued driving, pleased that the road was smoother than usual. Usually she navigated a Kosovo minefield. Had a regional truck arrived with a load of asphalt to patch the potholes? About time.


  Where were the houses? And had she already passed the swamp and the new mine complex on the hill, towering head frames clad in Wedgwood blue and lit up at night like Coney Island? Despite her elation, a primitive urge deep inside sensed that something was wrong. Then the van began bucking and lurching like a rodeo horse. If only she could find her driveway, anyone’s driveway.


  Trees rushed by, closer and closer, their branches scraping her windshield. One axle ground on a rock. Then a miracle happened. Home at last, she spun the wheel and took a right turn into her yard, searching for her Horny and Corny sign. The van soared over a hill, plunged down an embankment and stopped. As her head hit the padding, the front and side air bags deployed with a whomp.


  Dazed and frightened, Belle began to moan. Fumbling with the ghostly air bags, she pushed against the door and fell out onto the ground, confused at the sand. Her parking lot had gravel. Was she on the beach? Had the retaining wall stopped the van? On the Beach. Deborah Kerr rolling with Burt Lancaster as waves rushed over their bodies. No, that was, that was...From Here to Maternity. If her body wasn’t working, couldn’t her mind take up the slack? If she had to crawl up to the deck, she would. Mother would know what was wrong, put her to bed, bring chicken soup and make her well. On her hands and knees she inched forward, reaching a patch of greenery under a copse of dwarfish birch and poplar. Her senses were at the same time sharpened and dulled, like a wide-awake drunk. Small rocks picked at her slacks, wearing holes in the knees, but she felt nothing. A good sign, or was it? The canopy of sibilant leaves whispered endearments, the waning sunlight blinking through like a thousand diamonds. From high above, three ragtag ravens chortled at her like a biker gang, while an effete chorus of King’s College warblers spilled liquid tunes deep in the bush. She was surrounded by sound. It reminded her of the glory days of Dolby in the grand old theatres, but her ears were aching.


  Farther and farther she crawled, swallowing acid at the back of her mouth. It was going to be a hot evening. The air conditioner in her bedroom would go on for the first time all year. Not all night, though. Too expensive. Before her, she saw blueberries nodding on their stalks. Weeks early. She extended her hand and plucked one. A singleton, but huge. Giving it a nibble, she spit it out, tasteless and foamy. Not a blueberry. A Clintonia, blue-bead lily. Was it poisonous? Freya liked to munch them. She pressed her head against a soft clump of sphagnum moss dotted with the British-soldier cup lichens.


  At last she was out of the blinding light, lying in a shady spot. She rubbed her eyes as she imagined the sounds of a brook. Babbling, like brooks always did. The water would be cool and tangy with the flavours of the woodland meeting the Cambrian Shield, a peat and granite martini. A real “dirty” martini, not with olive juice like Gary had suggested. She urged herself onto her elbows and crawled forward, blocked by a mossy log long fallen. With a painful groan, she dragged on. The lower grounds were wetter as she continued toward the creek by sound alone. Everything was as blurry as an Impressionist painting. She could almost taste the pure water trickling down her throat. That was all she needed. A drink. She had grown dehydrated. Everyone knew that could cause confusion. Her hands scrabbled along the forest floor like ragged claws. At the creek’s edge, she met the cool, green overlapping mysteries of liverworts with their scaly lobes and umbrella-like stalked fruiting body. No fragrance when crushed, but what a texture. They were sending her messages, or was someone talking? Slowly she reached toward the rippling water with her cupped palm. It seemed to be bleeding.


  “Stop!” Strong, tiny hands grabbed her shoulders. The goblins had found her.


  NINETEEN


  Yoyo knelt beside Belle and shook her vigorously. “Jesus. Here you are. What’s the matter? Did you get dizzy again? I’ve been following you ever since you nearly cut that guy off on the Kingsway. Why did you keep driving? And this is a fine time to go on a hike in the bush.”


  Belle couldn’t quite bring Yoyo’s face into focus. It was distorting like a cartoon of a chipmunk wearing a Veronica Lake wig. Looking at only one eye was disorienting. She’d never realized how very blue Yoyo’s were, like her favourite cobalt crayon.


  “Can you hear me?” The woman’s voice was rising in fear.


  “I need...water. It’s right here. Then sleep. I must be overtired.”


  “Don’t drink that water. You don’t know where it’s been. I have some in the car.”


  Why was Yoyo being so mean? Pure spring water was the best kind. Rosaline had told her that. Yoyo returned with a bottle, opened it, and handed it to Belle, who swilled it. Mouthfuls dribbled down her chin onto her turtleneck. The fabric was scored by itchy leaf litter and twigs. Belle brushed at it half-heartedly. “That’s good. Thanks. Now I have to take a nap. Just a short one.” She pillowed her head in her hands and closed her sore eyes.


  Yoyo pulled on her arms. “No way. I didn’t follow you to hell and back to leave you for buzzard bait. Get up, and let’s go to my car. Your van needs a tow.”


  “Please. I’ll be fine in the morning. Where’s my blanket?”


  “It’s thirty-two degrees, a heat wave. You don’t need one. But I don’t like the look of that sky.”


  Belle shielded her eyes and tried to look up. Dark clouds were gathering, and the wind was rising. A crash of thunder made her flinch, but she still couldn’t muster the will to stand. Yoyo returned with another bottle, which she splashed on Belle’s face.


  “Stop that! You’re drowning me.” She shook her head like a wet dog and ran a hand through her hair. The ground was suddenly hard, and a dull pain was announcing itself in her hands, arms and down her legs.


  Yoyo kept prodding Belle until she rose shakily, leaning on the younger woman. Slowly they made their way to the car as hailstones pelted the roof and bounced off the windshield. Some were as large as ping-pong balls. “What timing!” Yoyo yelled amid the deafening clamour. “If that isn’t all my poor car needs.”


  Finally they reached the door. “Watch your head. You put this car on, instead of getting into it. I was a swinging babe, not a mother-to-be, when I bought it.” She jack-knifed Belle into the passenger seat, belted her up with a grunt, went back around and started the vehicle. It squealed like a young girl. “Fan belt,” Yoyo said. “She’ll settle down.” Then she thought for a minute. “We’ll need your health card. Your wallet’s in the van?”


  Things were starting to make sense. And it didn’t look good. “In the compartment next to the driver’s seat.”


  The storm passed as quickly as it had arrived, leaving the atmosphere as sultry and oppressive as a night in a bayou. Yoyo rolled down her window as they drove off. “Air conditioner’s shot.”


  Belle was drifting when they reached the main highway. She could hear Yoyo talking into a cell phone. “It’s a dirt road to the west about a mile past the airport. There’s an old sofa twenty feet away in the bush. Follow the tire tracks in the sand for about ten minutes until you come to the van just over a rise on the right. Take it to Robinson Automotive.” She rang off. “That’s your mechanic, right?”


  Belle heard only a few words. “They’re repairing it in my yard? What service. How did you—”


  “It’s not in your yard.” Yoyo spoke quietly and evenly, as if to a fretting child or a senile elder. “Somehow, drugs got into your system. From what I saw and heard at the clubs a few years ago, I suspect the date rape drug. I never can pronounce it.”


  “That’s impossible. I haven’t been on a date, and it’s obvious I haven’t been raped. I would know.” Belle began to snore, and when she awoke, she was being placed on a gurney and wheeled into Emerg. Yoyo stayed by her side, giving particulars to the admitting nurse. Too tired to talk, Belle could only whimper when lights were shone into her eyes, answering questions with monotones. With her condition in question, she was fast-tracked through triage.


  After an hour, as she lay in a curtained cubicle, Dr. Evelyn Easton, tall as an Amazon, with a long silvery blonde braid down her back, said to Yoyo, “From her symptoms, you were right about the Rohypnol, I suspect. The toxicity results take longer than the normal scans. Whatever’s in her system, she’s stable now and can go home. Her blood pressure’s back to normal.”


  “How long before the drug wears off completely?”


  “The effects start within half an hour, peak in two, and take six to eight to disappear. We found no alcohol in her blood, which is a good thing, because the interaction can be fatal.”


  “That stuff shouldn’t be legal.”


  “It’s not legal in Canada, but it’s sold in Europe as a sedative. The hypnotic effect is a bonus for abusers. At five bucks a pill, a cheap high. Tasteless, odourless and very soluble. Dizziness, confusion, visual disturbances, hallucinations. She’s lucky you came along.” She checked Belle’s pulse again for good measure.


  Belle felt better as she tried to focus on the doctor. Evelyn was a crack ER physician who’d attended both her father and Miriam. “I’m great, really. And I can go home?”


  “Of course, but not alone.”


  Somehow Belle found herself unable to protest. Yoyo spoke in a whisper Belle strained to hear. “And the long-term effects?”


  Evelyn packed up her pen and chart. “Memory impairment. Depends on the dose.”


  As she left, an officer poked his head into the cubicle and cleared his throat. A native man of about thirty, hair in a ponytail behind a square and honest face. Belle felt her eyes closing again. How humiliating to depend on others. But at least she was safe.


  “Got a report of a Rohypnol poisoning from the admitting nurse. This the lady?” Officer Ray Redfern introduced himself to Yoyo.


  “She’s sleeping it off, so to speak. If she comes to, I can’t guarantee anything will make sense.” Yoyo explained the incident, from the office to the crash landing in the bush. “She was out all day on business, but she was fine just before five. The last thing she did before leaving was finish the dregs in our coffee pot. She got dizzy for a minute, but that passed. Honest, I’d never have let her leave if I’d suspected anything was wrong. Good thing I took off down the Kingsway to hit Costco before going home. Same way she was headed.”


  “She didn’t stop anywhere else?”


  “I was behind her all the way, except for when my car stalled in a sand pit as she made the turn onto that bush road. Mom always said to carry a shovel.”


  “So someone spiked the coffee pot?”


  “If they did, it was after I had my last cup around three.” Yoyo perched her butt on the edge of the gurney. “I’d never have noticed. We had a mob scene for a couple of hours. People coming and going. I was a one-man band.”


  “Do you have the names in your records? Can you coordinate the times?”


  She firmed up her lips. “I think so. Most of them. Maybe some people left and intended to return at a less crowded time.”


  “How about the pot? Any residue? I can send a unit out for prints.”


  Yoyo’s shoulders sagged. “Cleaned and polished, along with Belle’s cup. The one day I decide to play Martha.”


  The officer opened another page in his notebook. “We get several roofie calls a year, usually in a date-rape circumstance. This is very unusual and could be classed as assault with deadly intent. The victim was driving? She could have killed half a dozen people. Why would anyone do this to her? Does she have enemies? An estranged husband or boyfriend?”


  A giggle came from Yoyo. “Whoa. Wait a minute. I can’t...”


  Belle had been listening to the conversation, fading in and out, too tired to join in until the word “enemies”. Grunting, she forced herself to sit up and gather the ruins of the hospital gown around her. The paper slippers fell to the floor. “Joey Bartko. He’s in custody, but check out his friends. Call Steve Davis.”


  “You know Detective Davis, do you? He’s in Virginia at Quantico for a training project. Gone for another week.”


  “What about Bartko’s mother?” Yoyo asked, her eyes widening.


  She’d been in the office that day. Maybe he’d told her that it was a prank, like the old laxative ploys. What would a seventy-year-old woman know about the sedative-hypnotic Rohypnol? It might as well be Love Potion #9. Sitting up as she became more alert, Belle told the officer what had happened.


  “We’ll send someone out to talk to her,” he said.


  After the officer left, Yoyo said, “You’re welcome to stay at my place tonight if you want, but what about Freya?”


  Dangling her legs over the edge of the padded table, feeling for a footstool, Belle squeezed her eyes. “Poor girl. I remember leaving her outside. Where’s your cell? And where are my clothes?”


  Wheeled back downstairs and taken to the door, Belle checked in with Hélène as Yoyo took a hike to the far end of the jammed lot to get the car. She gave a taxi the finger as she wove her way through the traffic clogging the front portico and yelled, “Learn to read off a beer box? The signs say no parking and no stopping, buddy.”


  Resting on a bench, Belle smelled the tangy aroma of a pizza being ferried through the doors. If her appetite was coming back, she must be improving. She gave the particulars to Hélène. “I can’t ask her to drive me all the way home, so maybe I’ll take a taxi.”


  “A taxi? They charge forty dollars to come out here. That would give you a heart attack.” Hélène’s voice assumed a soothing tone used by seasoned mothers. “We’re on our way. Give Dad an excuse to stop making love to the refrigerator. He’s been eying the beef roll for a sandwich. And how about you? It’s nearly nine, and I’ll bet you haven’t eaten.”


  Yoyo drove up and got out to open the door for her passenger. Belle felt all eyes on her, being waited on by a pregnant woman. She explained about the DesRosiers. Yoyo looked around as a queue of walking wounded wheeled their IVs along the sidewalk two hundred feet to the smoking hut for pariahs. “I don’t like to leave you here—”


  “It’s a hospital,” Belle said with a laugh.


  “Okay. If you’re sure about your friends. You know my number. But don’t stay alone tonight. The doc said it wasn’t safe.” With a wave, she pulled out.


  Belle weighed the possibilities of privacy vs. security. She’d be all right alone, or would she? Bits and pieces of the past few hours were beginning to pop up like annoying advertisements on a computer screen. Only now did she perceive her good fortune. With half an hour to go, she picked up an abandoned copy of the Sudbury Star. An emergency evacuation from the Kashechewan First Nations Reserve on James Bay had brought over two hundred residents to town. They’d stay until their water system got a temporary patch, if not a permanent fix. Officials were scrambling to arrange for hotels and motels. Water again. Could that trickle down a trail to the solution to Gary’s death?


  An hour later, ensconced in a fuzzy blanket on the couch, a tray with a bowl of homemade minestrone and a rye roll filled with spicy Italian beef in front of her, Belle thought about Yoyo as she munched. It was not an exaggeration to say that the woman had rescued her from great harm. She could have been crawling around the bush all night until she recovered her senses. She might have plunged down a ravine and drowned in one of the steep-sided kettle lakes that dotted the area. Wasn’t there some idea about a bonus? Now it would look like she was paying Yoyo off for saving her life. And the van. Was it salvageable? Another rental charge.


  Ed and Hélène were watching One Hundred Objects Left Inside the Body After Operations. Wincing at the sight of a fourteen-inch retractor, Belle excused herself. At least Hélène hadn’t pummelled her after learning the basics, just fixed her with an eagle eye and left her beak closed. For the time being.


  Despite the swaybacked bed and the birdcall clock in the kitchen, she slept the sleep of the living dead in their spare room, Freya on the floor beside her. Several times she woke in the night and nearly panicked, had it not been for the familiar snuffling sound. Images of dark figures in the bush. Trolls under a bridge. Gary falling from a canoe, hitting his head. Then she saw his form underwater, his golden hair billowing like a medieval saint’s halo, bubbles spilling from his mouth, his glazed eyes staring like maraschino cherries, weeds trailing his clothes like a winding sheet. Something was pulling at her. Hélène’s nightie. Why did women wear these things? Every time she rolled over, it bound her like a mummy. Sitting up, her heart throbbing, she clapped a hand over her mouth to suppress a scream. Get a grip. The nightmare is over. Then she reached for the dog, felt her steady breathing. Unable to get back to sleep, she climbed out of bed, taking the comforter, and spooned next to Freya, one arm around the deep shepherd chest, their hearts beating as one.


  Sun was streaming in the window when Belle awoke to a polite knock. “Brekkie. Hope you didn’t check your appetite at the door.” Hélène peeked in, an oversized mug of coffee in her hand. A wee frown crossed her pleasant face as she saw the empty bed. “What are you doing on the floor? That’s our best mattress.”


  Belle yawned and stretched, burying her face in Freya’s thick ruff. “Sometimes a friend is the best mattress.”


  She let the dog out into the yard with Rusty and went to the bathroom for a splash in the sink. The mirror reflected someone not too much the worse for wear, clean, her abrasions sprayed with some magic orange instant bandage. Her face bore a few scratches on the chin, and despite the quick shower last night, one cedar shred hid in her ear. The bug bites were bothering her, and the skin was swollen near her eye where several had feasted. Back in the bedroom, she changed to a borrowed sweatshirt and sweatpants from the DesRosiers’ trip to Graceland.


  Hélène sat her down at the kitchen table, putting a juice in her hand and refilling her mug. “No one likes to go straight from bed to a big meal, so wake up a bit. And tell me what’s been going on.”


  From the clanks by the dock, Ed was outside fiddling with their party barge for a huge Canada Day bash. Belle gave a large sigh and gulped the juice, still dehydrated, and reached for the carton. The label promised that the product cleaned out arterial plaque. What was in it, drain cleaner? “First I reported some dumping near Skead. Then a high school boyfriend of mine...”


  Hélène listened to Belle with a serious expression, leaving only to check on an egg-and-cheese casserole in the oven. Its savoury aroma filled the kitchen. “I’ve met Sophia Bartko at St. Bernardine’s. That lady arranges the altar flowers. She’d never have anything to do with this. Sounds like teenagers. A person with access to that awful drug.”


  “I could have been killed and taken a few people with me.” Belle nibbled on the toast. “Someone in the office that afternoon is responsible. The place was mobbed. Yoyo is checking her records.”


  “But how does all this fit in with your friend’s drowning?”


  “I’m not sure. The robbery followed, then Mutt’s so-called accident. Dave disappearing. The missing notebooks. I was thinking about some kind of a cover-up.” She wiped her mouth and shrugged. “But this attack on me. It could be connected with Joey and his friends. He admitted to cutting my brake lines.”


  “This is getting dangerous. Maybe you should...lie low? You could stay here.”


  Belle struggled to keep annoyance from her face. Hélène meant well, but hiding was no solution. “You’re kind to offer, but I can’t do that. I have a business to run.” She rubbed at her bug bites, then stopped. “And I need to look around the area where Gary had his base camp.”


  “Where was that?”


  “Burwash area.” Belle struggled to recall her upcoming appointments. When could she get away?


  Hélène ripped into a pound of turkey bacon and arranged it to sizzle in the pan while she popped more slices of brown bread into a supersized toaster. “That’s strange. Did Dad tell you about his relative Mike? He accidentally shot himself while hunting there years ago.”


  “He did tell me. I forgot all about it.” Belle nodded to herself, nosing the bacon smells with the boldness of a bear. Didn’t someone else mention a disappearance or death in that area? Cyril, the wood man? Had the place been a Bermuda Triangle, or was she jumping to conclusions? People died in the bush all the time. But Gary made three, even over many years. She’d give the area a once-over, and for good measure, take some water samples from Bump Lake and other places on the connecting courses. But her canoe was too heavy on portages. It was one thing to slide it up and down from the lawn to the lake and another to hoist the big Grumman over her head for a couple of hundred yards tiptoeing through a boulder garden until she broke her leg. How could she...? Then outside she saw the inflatable double kayak that the DesRosiers had bought last summer for their teenaged grandchildren. It looked light and manageable.


  “You’re awfully quiet. That usually means you’re thinking. And that means trouble.” Hélène gestured with the spatula, then turned to knock on the window to call Ed in.


  Belle sneaked a piece of bacon, chewing with approval. “May I borrow your kayak? Just for a day.”


  “No problem. But what do you...” She gave Belle a sideways glance of assessment. “You’re not going to do anything—”


  “I’m thinking of getting one for those water-access-only camps. Just a test drive.” Then she rapped her temple and gave a bitter laugh. “I forgot about the van. When I get home, I should call—”


  “Uh, about home. There is something we didn’t tell you.”


  Belle stood at attention, one hand on her chest and her breakfast stuck in her throat. “My house? Is it...” With her luck, it had been vandalized or burned to the ground.


  Hélène patted her arm, a reassuring smile wreathing her mouth. “No, it’s fine. But your garden isn’t. That damn storm rushed down the road like a tornado. Left piles of hail like snow. It stopped after your house, so we lucked out.”


  Belle blew out a long breath. She’d been dozing in their SUV all the way back. It was kinder of them to keep the news to themselves until she’d had a good sleep. After all, at this early stage, a garden was no more than a dab of sweat and a wish. “There’s always next year.”


  TWENTY


  The next day, Belle was hoeing under the ruins of her garden. Small piles of hail still dotted the ground with white. Only the sturdy rosemary had survived the assault. Rosemary for remembrance. But which memory of Gary did she prefer? The dream or the reality? What fool had said that ignorance was bliss? She plucked a thick leaf of the evergreen and crushed it to enjoy the lemony herbal flavour.


  The portable phone in her sweatshirt pouch rang. It was Officer Redfern. “Thanks to the resident snitch, we ran a check on Joey’s pals, Minor, Szabo and Flack. Traced Szabo’s vehicle to the U.S. border yesterday down at Kingston, so they’re out of the area. We’ll keep tabs on them when they re-cross. They’ll definitely be stopped for a search. They’re not headed for Disney World, so we’ll probably find something to send them to our free hotel for a few years. Lizards like that should learn to keep their heads low.”


  A muscle twitched in Belle’s temple, and slang from cop movies popped into her mouth like a peppermint. “I still don’t like them for drugging my coffee. My assistant would have noticed thugs like that. Did anyone talk to Mrs. Bartko?”


  She heard a slow sigh. “Had a massive coronary last night. She’s unable to be interviewed until her condition stabilizes. But we canvassed the area. Her neighbours say that the lady’s a churchgoer, volunteers to take care of the elderly in Skead.”


  “That’s what they said about Lizzie Borden.”


  “Sounds familiar. She a local?”


  By Monday, life was back to normal. Robinson had opened his garage on Sunday to replace the struts on the van and polish out the scratches. Like Belle, it wasn’t much the worse for wear. With her thousand dollar deductible to keep rates low, she swallowed the bitter pill like the dregs of the coffee. Making a claim with CAA might have elicited questions about why she was dune jumping in the bush.


  As a singular bright economic spot, Rosaline Silliker had reconnected, and Belle had arranged to give her mother a tour of the Maki Cove model condo. She picked the old lady up at her home on Roxborough Drive. It was a lovely tan brick house with gingerbread trim, a whimsical fairy tale for stolid Sudbury. Plots of cheery multi-coloured zinnias were edged with white alyssum. Expensive baskets hung by the quaint rounded door and on wrought-iron stands on the manicured grass. Belle knew the perfect buyer, a lawyer. “What a wonderful home,” she said, as she helped the woman into the van.


  “I’ll be sorry to see it go, but it’s just my husband and I now. The children have been on their own for longer than I’d like to confess.”


  Eileen Gable, a well-preserved seventy-five, had once been taller than Belle was now, but time and osteoporosis had taken a toll. Her dowager hump reminded Belle of Terry Palmer and the reason for calcium-fortified orange juice. Eileen wore a tailored grey dress with a lace collar, low-heeled spectator pumps, and a broad straw sun hat. She set her purse on the floor.


  Mrs. Gable was inclined to chat, nodding her powdered pink chickadee face, her crinkled eyes merry behind jewel-winged trifocals. As the family saga unfolded, Belle learned that the lady’s father, Marshall Mincore, had prospected in the Sudbury area, operating several small mines. “Of course that was before you were born, young lady. Twenties and Thirties. Filthy time with those roasting beds. Not like now. I was an only child, so my husband Robert carried on the business, and Gable Minerals was born. Long after the Old Batty by then, though.”


  Belle recalled overhearing Rosaline at the hospital. If Robert died, Eileen’s plans might change. And what was the Old Batty? A nickname for her father?


  Mrs. Gable tapped her bird-like chest. “Now Robert’s not doing so well. Heart. Eighty years of bacon and eggs has its price. I prefer oatmeal. My Scottish grandmother lived to be ninety-five.”


  “Sorry to hear about your husband. And is Gable Minerals still in operation?” Belle asked. It didn’t hurt to sound interested.


  “Thriving, as a matter of fact. My son Barry is in charge. We have a mine in Manitouwadge. That’s over by Marathon, past Wawa. Lovely little houses for the workers, a school and hospital.” She began chuckling to herself. “Father had an old joke about going up by train and coming back by...”


  Belle had heard that chestnut a thousand times, but she laughed as if it were fresh from Saturday Night Live. So that accounted for the family wealth. It sure didn’t come from Rosaline’s husband’s job as a minister. He was no televangelist.


  Mrs. Gable kept chatting as they drove, her hands fluttering in her lap like pale butterflies. “Barry’s also running for MPP. Conservative, of course. That party’s the best steward of our resources. With Rosaline working in the Ministry, our family does its part.”


  In love with the show model of the condo, Mrs. Gable gave Belle a cheque for thirty thousand dollars, ten per cent of the purchase price. She could move in by September. Easy as pie, Belle thought, driving back to the office with the paperwork to list the Roxborough home. A twofer, the realtor’s dream.


  Dancing an impromptu soft-shoe, she sang out, “Guess what? We’re in the mon—” Then she did a double-take. Miriam was sitting in her chair, grinning. “You look familiar. Do you come here often?” Belle asked, going over to give her a hug. Miriam had quite the tan, as if she and the recovering Jack had enjoyed themselves outdoors.


  Miriam threw up her hands. “The darn poodle got me kicked out. A dog moved into the house next to the apartment, and she started shrieking whenever she saw it from the window.”


  The pitch of that mini-monster could shatter plate glass at a hundred paces. “So you’re back for good?” Belle dared not ask the fatal question. She felt her blood pressure quiver.


  “I’d better be, because I was a very bad girl up North. Nearly gave Jack a relapse.” Chuckling, Miriam began to fumble under the desk. “Where is that foot roller? And why is my mug on your desk?”


  As Belle passed over the mug, Yoyo came out of the back room, her small personals case under her arm and a woeful look on her face. “Guess that’s it. Except for one thing.” She pulled a book from her purse and handed it to Belle.


  “Eats, Shoots, and Leaves?” Belle considered the panda on the cover and the offending comma. “Thanks. This looks hilarious.”


  “Figured you could use some laughs around here now that I’m gone.” Yoyo tossed Miriam a moue and received a raised eyebrow.


  Belle said, “You’re entitled to some advance notice. How about...your salary to the end of the month? Come on Friday, and I’ll have it.” In the back of her mind, she remembered something about a bonus. Her memory still wasn’t clear about that night.


  Yoyo set down her case and parked her bum on the desk. “I hear they’re hiring at Teletec at the City Centre. Night shift. It might tide me over until something more permanent turns up. I can’t commit until after my girl arrives.”


  Miriam gestured to her belly. “So you got an ultrasound?”


  “Naw. My mother does this thing with a string and a dime. Never fails. Has to be a pre-fifties coin, though.”


  Miriam polished the mug with a tissue, giving it some scrutiny. “Yoyo told me about the poisoning. I turn my back, and all hell breaks loose. Do you have any ideas?”


  Yoyo handed Belle a list. “Here are the names of the people who came in. They all check out as legit except for one. Cassandra Lachance. The address on Second Avenue doesn’t exist, and the phone number belongs to Sudbury Steam Cleaners.”


  “Good work.” Belle flashed an okay sign. “What did she look like? Sounds like a lap dancer.”


  “It’s really hard to put faces and names together. I called everyone, but I guess I didn’t ask the women what they looked like. What an idiot.” She crossed her eyes in a dimwit pose and screwed her finger into her temple.


  “Take a guess. Think about clothes, too. You have a good...fashion sense. Do a little self-hypnosis.”


  Miriam and Belle watched as Yoyo placed her hands over her face. Silence filled the room like a wall of cotton batting. Then she slapped her palms on the desk. “There was one in her forties. Not very well-dressed.”


  “What do you mean? Sweat pants? Shorts?”


  “I mean she looked like she came from the Sally Ann reject bin. A very shapeless dress in a pink flower print. Big floppy hat, more for gardening, covering up her face. Ugly shoes. Clunky. Not the type in the market for a house.”


  “That sounds stupid as a disguise, because it stands out.” Did Joey have a female friend they had overlooked? No one had mentioned a sister or an aunt. Clearly, Mrs. Bartko was not to blame here.


  “Honestly, I never exchanged more than a few words with her. I was busy with a couple. She just left her name and number and mumbled about coming back later. Damn, if I hadn’t cleaned that pot—”


  “Chances are that whoever did it was careful enough not to leave prints.” Belle looked over at the coffee station, now moved strategically behind Miriam’s desk.


  Miriam smiled, filling her mug and doctoring it. “By the way, what ever happened with that old...friend of yours? Was it an accident after all?”


  Belle filled her in, noticing that Yoyo was reluctant to leave. She moved slowly around the office, straightening a file, closing a drawer. Belle hadn’t really said goodbye yet or thanked her for her work. How did you thank someone who had saved your life?


  Miriam’s eyes narrowed, and her Roman nostrils flared. Question everything was her motto. “Two deaths and one disappearance in the same general area. That’s a big red flag, even given the time span of over thirty years.”


  “And so many years between incidents? It sounds creepy. Like a curse.” Yoyo made a woo-wooing sound.


  “Two hunters and a zoologist. All strangers as far as I know,” said Belle. “The only connection is the territory. So I need to check out the site where Gary was working, go a bit farther into the bush. I’m not sure what to look for, but water samples could be important.”


  Well-versed in the local geography, Miriam pointed at the regional map and frowned. “But how are you...I mean your canoe is too—”


  “I’ve borrowed a kayak. It weighs less than thirty pounds.”


  Yoyo’s eyes lit up. “Tom and I paddled kayaks in Algonquin Park on our honeymoon. It was so much fun. Can I go with you?”


  Both women stared at her then at each other as Belle answered, “In your condition, I—”


  Yoyo plumped out her bottom lip and gave Belle’s arm a light punch. “Come on. Soon enough I’m going to be paddling in a diaper pail. Disposables are not allowed in my family. This could be my last chance for a long time to get outdoors. Besides, I know the area. Maybe I’d have some ideas. Pleeeeeeeeeeeease?”


  Belle applauded the frugality and logistics of avoiding those plastic landfill polluters. Anyone who was prepared to handle baby hygiene the old fashioned way should be allowed one wish from the Eco-Genie. “The town has been razed,” she said, shaking her head in stubborn resistance. “Demolished. There’s nothing left.”


  Yoyo gave a sigh of nostalgia. “But the trees are still there. The big oak that was a billion years old. I had a swing, and my brother had a treehouse.”


  The trees did it. Belle rolled her eyes, and Miriam chuckled. “Just for a few hours, then. Sunday good for you?”


  Yoyo clapped her hands. “Of course. As you say, I’m in no condition to camp out.”


  Belle eyed her stomach with wariness. They’d never be more than an hour from Route 69. She wondered if the Burwash area had cell coverage. “You’re sure your doctor would approve of this?”


  “Yes, I’m in great shape. Just had my check-up. He said to keep active. There’s nothing to kayaking. The boat is so light. And hey, I’ll bring lunch.”


  With that settled, Belle dialled Athena to ask for a set of water-testing tubes. Her friend promised to drop them at the office on her way home later that afternoon.


  On Sunday at six, just as the sun cracked its crimson-streaked egg into the sky, Belle chucked the bulky deflated kayak, its foot pump and two paddles into the rear of the van. More a child’s toy, the boat was designed for small, calm lakes or slow rivers, since it had no keel or steering gear. Gusts of wind could send it sideways. There was no designated cargo space, as in a normal kayak, only a few zippered pockets. Fortunately for Yoyo, it had large, cushy seating areas.


  Pacing around the yard, Freya eyed the procedure with some confusion. Usually she went along on Belle’s trips. “There is a space for you, girl, but it’s taken. When I get back, we’ll try it out ourselves if you watch those clawbees.”


  At the old dog’s hurt expression, Belle departed from custom. “Tell you what. You can stay out on the deck today. Special treat. Watch Nature Canada.” Freya’s doghouse was Belle’s house, but the day was clear and the forecast warm and dry. It would take an earthquake to make the animal set one paw off the property. As a further bribe, she dug out a smoked bone intended as a present for Rusty’s birthday and placed it between Freya’s paws. The resigned animal gave it a token lick and turned her head away from her mistress.


  In town, Yoyo was sitting on the steps of her apartment, rubbing sleep from her eyes, when Belle picked her up. At her side was a small daypack, which she hoisted. “Sunblock. Bug spray. Twenty per cent Deet. That’s the max. I suppose there’ll be hordes. When you live in town, you don’t bother about them. But I remember Burwash.” She rubbed her arms. “Makes me itchy just thinking about it.” Belle looked at the woman’s long-sleeved pink denim shirt and sensible cotton pants with a maternity panel. The neon-blue sky was dotted with high, harmless clouds. Still, a weather rock was more reliable than the local forecasts. Mix of sun and cloud was their default prediction. “Did you bring a jacket? You never know.”


  Yoyo waved a little nylon packet. “It has its own case. Neat.” She tucked it into her pocket. “Mom made us cheese sandwiches. Apples, drinks. Sound good? I baked last night and brought a bag of Baron’s bikkies for Freya.”


  “She loved the last ones.”


  Then Yoyo looked at the van. “But where’s the kayak? Are we picking it up somewhere?”


  “Blowing it up instead. It’s inflatable. And you did tell Coco we’d be back by six, right?” She felt strangely protective, as if something precious was in her care. What if they had an auto accident and...


  Yoyo’s heart-shaped face nodded, totally devoid of makeup, healthy and glowing. The tooth whitener system had left her with a star-tingling gleam to the neat rows. “I can’t wait to see the old place again. I was only a little kid when we left. Know what? I bet we’ll find some raspberries.”


  “Maybe in a few weeks.”


  “Blueberries then. Around the rocky areas where it’s hotter.” Her deft tongue gave a sensual lick to her full lips.


  On the road for a short time, they came to a halt behind traffic at Britt as an army of front-end loaders, backhoes and dump trucks rearranged masses of sparkling granite blasted from the Shield. Yoyo asked Belle to turn on the air conditioner. “Sorry, but it’s kind of like hot flashes, you know,” she said, fanning her flushed face and rolling up her sleeves. A wisp of a fruity deodorant tickled Belle’s nose.


  As she juiced the air conditioner, Belle reached around to put on a light jacket. She wore a T-shirt, convertible pants, and a brown suede cap from Meldrum Bay. “Hot flashes are lurking around the corner for me.”


  An hour later at the parking spot at the edge of the Burwash community, they began unloading the kayak. At the perimeters, meadows of hay and wildflowers had taken over, violet vetch, black-eyed Susans and hawkweed. The warm air was still with the aromas of fresh grass and the buzzing of bees on clover reconnaissance. Yoyo shielded her eyes to scan the remains of the town site, searching for landmarks. “Whooee. There’s my big old oak. And a couple of boards still up from Nick’s fort. Our house was a ways farther. Can’t we—”


  Belle locked the van with the remote and zipped her keys and wallet into her jacket pocket. “Plenty of time when we return. That roadwork at Britt delayed us half an hour. I want to get moving here. Let’s carry the kayak as is, and we’ll inflate it at the lake. I don’t want to take off like a Zeppelin.” Then her cell phone rang. “Damn. I’ll check the voice mail later,” she said. “If it’s important, they’ll leave a message.”


  The portage through the maple grove into Bump Lake was flat and easy. Belle hoisted the folds of kayak, and Yoyo the rest. The younger woman gave a bittersweet laugh as she puffed along. “Tom and I had our own baby kayaks. You could tuck one under your arm.”


  Finally they reached the shores of Bump Lake. Tied to an old dock, mere fragments of planks, was a small car-top boat with a 9.9 horsepower motor. They hadn’t seen any sign of a vehicle. Either someone was nearby, or too trusting of other fellow men. Motors were portable and quite untraceable. Belle spent ten minutes operating the foot pump. Finally they positioned the kayak half into the water, paddles at the ready.


  Belle checked the topo section she’d brought, cut down for convenience and laminated for waterproofing. Maps loved to fly out of boats, get soggy, or rip. “Portage to the next lake will be through those bulrushes on the far side. Only a hundred feet. First we’ll take a sample here.” She got out the package of test tubes, unstoppered one, and bent down to dip. Gary would have had a good laugh imagining her as Madame Curie.


  Then they heard a roar as a man chugged up on a quad, a rifle strapped to the side and an expensive spotting scope hanging from his neck.


  “I met this guy before,” she told Yoyo. “Nearly blew my head off, but he’s harmless. That’s probably his boat.”


  “Hello there, back again?” he called, getting off the machine and punching the kill switch to return the scene to quiet. Again he wore full camouflage, but this time a light brown tree-bark pattern.


  “No pup today?” Belle asked.


  “Arthuritis got her down. Best to rest the girl. Vet said he had some meds that might help. Rima-something. Pricey, though.” Walking over, he gazed at the test tubes with some curiosity. One bushy eyebrow rose, and the corner of his grizzled mouth flickered as he considered Yoyo. “Got your sister with you? You two don’t look alike.”


  Belle laughed. “Two crazy but unrelated ladies. We’re here to take water samples like Gary did. I had a hunch about something. Probably a wild goose chase.” She made the introductions. “Yoyo used to live in Burwash. That’s why she wanted to come.”


  Patch cocked his head at the nubile blonde in an appreciative evaluation. “All them years ago, little lady? Why, you don’t look hardly old enough for that.”


  “My mother Coco was the cook.” Yoyo’s bright eyes wore a proud look.


  Patch threw back his head and guffawed until his belly shook. He slapped a hand on his broad thigh. “Coco Caderette. God, could she whip up a Christmas turkey dinner to beat the band. Never saw the like before or since. Should have asked her to marry me after old Bruce took off.” He gave a grunt of self-reproach. “Uh, no offence. Just that your momma deserved better.”


  Yoyo’s dark, sharp eyebrows flickered, and she cleared her throat. “What did you say your name was?”


  The water was murky at the trampled roil of the shore, but no help for that. Turning back to her work, Belle capped the filled tube, labelled it with a pencil, and tucked it into the carrying case. One down, three or four more to go. Then as she rose from her knees, her phone rang again. Would they never get this trip underway? And what was wrong with Yoyo? Her posture seemed defensive, and her wary expression was hard to decipher. Please no cramps, breaking of water, or whatever foretold birth. Belle was wondering about the wisdom of her decision to bring the woman. She glanced at the phone. Caller ID made her hesitate against ignoring it again.


  “It’s Rainbow Country,” Cherie said after Belle hit the green button.


  Belle’s father had returned yesterday. Had the condition flared up again, or was he merely wondering if she’d be there Tuesday, Tuesday? Had he twisted the arm of a soft-hearted nurse to call her? “Tell him I’ll be—”


  “I’m sorry, Belle, but your father has developed pneumonia. Probably got it at the hospital, despite precautions. Seniors can be vulnerable.”


  “And he’s going back to the same place? Tell me not.” Her voice started to rise in panic. Pneumonia was one often fatal complication for the elderly.


  “I’m afraid he had to. We’re not equipped for anything that serious. We did our best until the paramedics arrived. Got him on oxygen right away.”


  “Where is he?”


  “The geriatric wing at Memorial. Fifth floor.”


  In a mental limbo, Belle looked over at the pair. Patch seemed abnormally interested in what Yoyo was saying, but he kept glancing around at Belle. Yoyo scratched at her neck and grimaced. “Damn blackflies. I’ve got a little perfume for you. Eau d’Off.” Snickering, she took off her daypack and rummaged around. Patch had been carrying the rifle on his back in a sling, but now he held it in front of him like a soldier guarding a prisoner. Belle didn’t like the intimidating pose. He hadn’t seemed like this last time, but Mutt had been present. The sooner they were gone, the better.


  She looked out at the lake. Only one sample taken. Her father would want her to complete her mission, but if she didn’t act fast, she might not see him again. Either that, or a grim bedside vigil might await. His heart was so strong that he would joust for days with death. Her mother had died in their home in Florida, refusing Belle’s offer to fly down, probably to spare her daughter from seeing her in a wheelchair. Her father had done the caretaking as best he could. Now it was her turn. Couldn’t the old man have another kick at the film can? He enjoyed his life, had made adjustments in good humour as his independence melted like Victoria Day flurries. Then she clamped her jaw in decision. Life had presented a defining moment. Even if the trip to the interior would delay her a mere hour or two, there was no real choice. “I’ll get there as soon as I can, Cherie. Thanks for calling.”


  Then as she punched off and the merry jingle of Bell Mobility added a discordantly festive touch, a strong and hairy hand snaked over her phone and wrenched it from her. “I don’t think you will.” Patch tossed it far into Bump Lake, where it landed on a lily pad with a splash and sank into the benthos. Frogs set up a chorus of protest as he tickled the rifle barrel under her chin like a shy lover.


  “Jesus, what are you doing?” Belle asked, her pupils larger than Kalamata olives.


  An ugly leer came over his grizzled face, as instantly as John Barrymore had morphed without makeup from Dr. Jekyll to Mr. Hyde. He set the rifle butt on the ground. “One trip’s not enough. Just hadda come back and spy on me. I’ll take care of the both of you nosey little fuckers the same way I took care of the others.”


  Others? For a split second, Belle stood frozen, assessing the scene, tumblers in her brain falling into place like a lockset. Was the man crazy, protecting his territory, or even more sinister, both? What had he to gain or lose? Then she heard a hissing followed by a deep, low scream, as if from a wounded gorilla. Yoyo was deploying her superstrength dope canister into the old man’s face. The pungent smell of citrus filled the air like a toxic bomb. He dropped his rifle, slumped over it, and began pawing at his eyes. The patch slipped off, revealing a stitched socket. “You bitch! When I get my hands around your—”


  Taking the gun was impossible. At close quarters he had all the power, half-blind or not. In another minute he’d be capable of shooting, then running them down on the quad if they tried to backtrack over the portage to the van. “Into the kayak, Yoyo!” Belle yelled.


  TWENTY-ONE


  Awkwardly, she knelt to hold the boat while Yoyo tried to crawl into the tippy craft, her arms braced against the sides, one sneakered foot ankle-deep in the lake. At this critical point, Belle had landed in the water more than once. No rehearsals allowed now. Showtime. As the woman landed precisely into the hole with an “oomph,” Belle added, “Pass me your backpack.” Meagre as they were, here were their only supplies. Shaking with adrenaline, she tucked it in front of her, then handed Yoyo a paddle and grabbed the other one. As Yoyo fumbled to set her hands, the moment in slow motion, cursing and stamping came from the bank.


  “Go!” Belle called, pressing fast-forward.


  With an easy motion stressing balance over strength, keeping low as she’d been taught, she slipped in and pushed them away from shore as the craft scraped bottom on pebbles. One leak, and they wouldn’t get fifty feet. Something white floated in their wake, but she dared not look back. As they powered ahead, she was amazed that Yoyo handled the paddle like a pro. No wasted movements. No miscalculated circles. Kayaks could be totally unforgiving. In half a minute, they were a hundred feet from shore, gasping for breath. Belle craned her neck to see Patch standing and shielding his good eye against the bright sun. His vision might be returning. Yoyo’s action had bought them only precious minutes. Would it be enough to reach the protective reeds? She heard gunfire pops and saw bullets spit the water to the right. A .22, not a shotgun. A bonus for the vulnerable boat. They ducked and mistimed strokes. The kayak swerved like a drunk exiting a bar.


  Belle did a compensatory motion to set them straight. “Paddle harder! We need to reach those rushes.”


  “I am!” Yoyo bent and continued to dig at the water with savage strength. Her sun hat lifted off her head as the breeze rippled the lake, but she brought the paddle shaft flat down on it and never missed a stroke. Smooth move, as a teenaged Belle used to say.


  All was silence, except for their laboured breathing and the sleek cuts of their paddles, parting the water like chef’s knives. Either they had drawn out of range, or Patch’s vision was still impaired. Belle gave a momentary gulp of relief. Just as they neared the sanctuary of the rushes, they heard a few stuttered rips. It was the 9.9. The motor roared into action, and the small, flat-bottomed boat came streaking across the water, raising a pair of mergansers who flapped along then rose into the sky like British Harrier jets.


  Belle’s heart began to pound as she worked the paddle. One false stroke, and their chances at escape were over. She heard no more gunshots, but as she turned around at last, she saw Patch take his hand off the tiller and aim the gun. Twenty feet from the reeds. Was the proverbial fat lady tuning up? Would they soon be floating face down like Gary then find shallow graves where no man ever walked? Patch would know many secret places. Then, in a freakish break of luck, the unbraced motor hit an underwater spar, a deadhead, and pulled a ninety, sending the boat into wild, overlapping circles. Patch fell out of the rear and flailed around trying to avoid the propeller. But the lake was eutrophic, hardly more than a swamp. He found his feet and struggled to regain control of the craft. Then they glided into the heavy reeds and were swallowed up like Moses in the rushes. Whoever had chosen the colour army green for the boat got Belle’s blessings.


  Belle felt the boat slow as Yoyo stopped paddling. Aching muscles or not, this was no time to rest. She lowered her voice to a whisper to avoid telegraphing their destination. Perhaps he’d believe they were hiding. “Farther, keep going. We’re not stopping until the portage.”


  Yoyo’s breath came in short gasps as she resumed her stroke. “I know that bastard. Patch Wells was a sadistic prison guard. Mom told me all about him. He used to be a boogeyman to all the kids. Patch is gonna get you if you don’t watch out. Old One-Eye.”


  The weeds parted between hummocks of grass, and sharp blades slashed their arms like whips. Belle aimed for the narrows at the confluence of two hills. Portages were located for good reasons. “I thought Burwash was a medium-security facility. No need for rough stuff. Why wasn’t he fired?”


  Suddenly the water became quite shallow, and the heat built up, sending sweat trickling down her back. She still wore her light jacket from the frigid van. Now she was glad of the protection. Belle felt the kayak ground as it scraped bottom. “We’re not going anywhere,” Yoyo said, her voice rising with frustration.


  “Hold on.” Belle muscled the paddle like a Cambridge punt pole, and they eased by as the disturbed muck bubbled and burped sulphuric swamp gas.


  “Puke,” Yoyo said, coughing. “One of the men he beat up nearly died. And he was fired. But they didn’t have enough evidence to prosecute. Besides, the facility closed that year anyway.”


  Belle gave herself time to let this information sink in. So he’d stayed in the bush in some shack all this time. Convenience? Habit? Surely after being fired, he wouldn’t have had any pension other than the basic Old Age and the supplement for those with no other support. Was he a total mental case, or a gatekeeper protecting something?


  Suddenly the weeds parted, and they saw the muddy shore. Scratches of aluminum and flecks of paint on half-buried rocks showed where boats had been dragged. “If I recall, this one’s not long,” Belle said as Yoyo rubbed her sore arms. “Cracker Lake’s just beyond those trees.”


  Yoyo looked around with eyes wide as the lily pads at her side. From afar, the yellow bullheads had bright blooms, but nose-close, they festered with flies and stank like Shakespeare’s flowers. “Shouldn’t we get going?”


  “We’re safe for a minute. He can get here, but he has to be careful not to ground or choke the motor with weeds.” She patted her coat pockets. “Now where was that map? I want to take off in the right direction once we’re at Cracker.”


  Then in her mind’s moted eye, she saw a white sheet floating in Bump Lake. “Hostie.” She drew out the curse like an unanswered prayer.


  “What’s the matter? Where is it?” Yoyo asked in a hushed voice, poking around her own seat and finding nothing.


  “The map fell out back where we put in. If he sees it and the notes and arrows I added, he’ll know where we were going.”


  A tiny frown shadowed Yoyo’s face. “We can’t go back, can we?”


  Patch would follow them as far as he could over short portages where he could haul that light boat. If he didn’t find them, he would return and set up camp, knowing that they carried no provisions and lie in wait like a fat vulture. This was perilous country. Squeezing her eyes, Belle tried to recall the progression of lakes. Eventually the watercourses, including streams and rivers, led to the huge Penage Lake district and Killarney, the jewel in Ontario’s crown of parks, then finally to populated Georgian Bay, but never directly. They might end up backtracking, mired in a swamp, losing precious energy fighting a log jam. A pregnant woman. Little food. No map. The last problem was the worst. It struck her like a pitiless arrow. Maps were light in a dark world.


  “Owwww,” said Yoyo and bent forward. Gritting her teeth, she took off her hat to fan herself. Sweat glued her blonde hair to her forehead and stained the light fabric of her shirt between the shoulder blades. Despite the heat, Belle felt a trickle of cold tighten her chest. Moderate exercise was one thing for a pregnant woman. Running for her life was another.


  Yoyo bit her lip, then smiled and waved her hand. “Nothing. Gas. I had a big brekkie. Sausages even.”


  Belle blew out a relieved breath. “You had me going for a minute. Now let’s follow the path to Cracker.”


  They climbed out, and Yoyo carried the paddles while Belle pulled the kayak. Dry grasses cushioned the dragging stern. If it got more than its share of scratches, she’d buy the DesRosiers a new one. If it deflated, she’d see her friends on the other side. Soon the glistening surface of Cracker appeared. Short and sweet, the way she liked portages.


  At the bank in a clearing lay the remains of an old fire ring, nothing but ashes inside, no cans or bottles. People had been through here. But how often? Every ten years? And who? Gary, or just Patch Wells?


  Cracker Lake, an oval with several twisted bays, was pristine and ringed with conifers. A beaver dam at one end kept the water high. She looked downlake to a misshapen lodgepole pine, one branch protruding like a fateful finger. Often the sign of a portage. “We’re heading for that tree. Keep your eyes open for a gap,” she told Yoyo. Here the crapshoot began, with odds slightly better than the lottery. If they wasted time, toured around without success, they risked meeting Patch. That first portage would be easy for a muscled man and a light boat, even at his age.


  After ten minutes at top speed, they reached the end of the lake. Discounting the pine, Belle had noticed a piece of blue tape on a striped maple sapling, a good colour for the bush, neon and unnatural in all seasons. The kayak scraped on the bank, shifting their torsos forward, and like a pro, Yoyo hustled out and pulled up the boat. Quickly they marched down the peaty path, comfortable in their new roles. Belle listened for a sudden hiss that would whisper their epitaph.


  The portage proceeded an easy fifty feet. Pot of jam for them, but also for Patch. Belle found herself in the odd position of wishing for a hell portage. Then they rounded a corner and fought through a stand of pesky, overhanging alders and beaked hazel. “Whoa!” Yoyo said, breaking the last branches. “Look at that mother.”


  Belle put the boat down and stared at the steep, rocky incline. Then she clapped Yoyo’s shoulder. “He’ll never get the boat past this. But first we have to move the kayak together. I can’t drag it over these rocks. One leak, and it’s all over for us.”


  Yoyo firmed her lips and flexed her tiny biceps. “No problem. I’ve been staying in shape with exercises.”


  Together they urged the kayak up the hill, treating it like a newborn. In some places they lifted it over their heads. Other times it rode at their sides. The paddles were tucked in the boat to free their hands and avoid a costly and dangerous second trip. For five minutes they laboured on. Then ten. Despite her conditioning, Belle’s thighs were screaming with the efforts. Often she worked against herself, shifting the weight awkwardly to protect Yoyo. Sweat stung her eyes and fogged her glasses around the nose.


  Yoyo had been humming a tuneless song, twitching her neck at the mosquitoes. Belle was approaching scream mode, heartened only by the fact that at the lake, they could take advantage of a breeze and dig the delta-winged deerflies out of their hair. Suddenly the kayak lurched.


  “Stop! Have mercy! I need dope now, not later,” Yoyo said between clenched teeth. The kayak wobbled precariously as she tried to support it with one hand while slapping her neck with the other.


  “Easy,” Belle said. “Don’t drop it, or we’ll...” She stopped short. Negative thoughts brought negative results, a self-fulfilling prophecy. Gently they set down the boat and sprayed liberally, coughing at the cloud. A sticky but necessary bargain. The effect would wear off within a few hours, especially with sweat.


  “I forgot to compliment you. Nailing Patch with the can was brilliant. A truly Canadian touch,” Belle said.


  “Saw it on TV once.” She giggled, a girl again. “Damn. The can’s empty now.” She flung it far into the bush, where it merged with the green leaves and couldn’t be spotted.


  Once at the top of the hill, in the distance behind, Belle heard the roar of that familiar motor coming across Cracker Lake. Then their path took a turn into the bush and plunged down. The last hundred feet were steep and perilous as they wound their way through a huge rockfall like giants’ building blocks. She looked out over a long, narrow lake. Which one was this? Merit or Dooble? Didn’t one have two portages, east and west? If so, which one should she take? The lady or the tiger? In her original plan, this had been as far as she’d intended to go. The last of three water samples. She remembered that Patch had turned on them when he’d seen what she was doing. The blur of the mystery that shrouded this area was beginning to sharpen into focus.


  Yoyo knelt to get into the boat. Belle put a hand on her arm. “We’d better drink while we can. He can’t follow us over that, except on foot, and he’s no slim jim. Maybe we’ll catch a break, and he’ll have a heart attack.”


  Popping open a couple of diet sodas, they quenched their thirst. “Keep the containers,” Belle said. “You never know.”


  “Yeah, on that grilling show, the guy cooked a chicken over a beer can.”


  “If you’re thinking of grouse, forget it.” She held up her hands. “No matches.”


  “Should have brought Mom along. Smokers have good survival tools.”


  Then they resumed paddling and made the end of the lake in minutes, an Olympic team getting more proficient by the moment thanks to the best motivation, the desire to live. As the kayak reached shore and ground into the sand, suddenly Yoyo hunched over in pain. Her knuckles were white against the boat as she looked up with fear and frustration. “Bad timing. I think junior is knocking at the door. God, I wondered why my boobs were killing me.”


  Belle’s mouth formed a silent scream. Bad timing? Apocalypse Now. She could feel Patch’s bullet slamming into her back. Forward progress was impossible. They’d have to hunker down and hide somewhere. Then when the baby was born...born prematurely...she couldn’t imagine a worse situation, except for being sick or injured. Pregnant women needed to be warm and safe. Why had she allowed Yoyo to come? She sat paralyzed by the scenarios, all bad. Her hands were shaking from the paddling, or something worse.


  The silence was deafening as Belle’s ears pounded with blood. Could this baby survive? Not without them, and their chances were dropping as fast as the American dollar. Yoyo’s voice wavered. “It’s my fault. I was close, but I thought—”


  Belle lifted her head and locked eyes. “Close? Close to what? You mean—”


  “Mmmmmmwuh. This is my last two weeks. I’m not supposed to get on planes or anything.” She gave a weak laugh, then hugged her stomach. “As if.”


  “Last two weeks! When you hired on, you said that you were only...you told Miriam...”


  Yoyo looked at the ground as if studying each stone for a geology midterm. Her chin wobbled, and she gave a pointed sniff, wiping her nose with a filthy hand. “I know. But I needed the job. And I worked hard, didn’t I? You said so.”


  “But you didn’t look that—”


  “Neither did Mom. Guess I take after her. She was cooking lunch for two hundred the day she delivered my last brother.”


  Belle sighed. Suppose she had come alone and met Patch? This was the second time that Yoyo had saved her life. Now she was in far more danger, and so was the child, full-term or not.


  “What’s the plan, Belle?” She sounded like a little sister. Was she expecting miracles or just expecting? Yoyo’s sang-froid was admirable, or maybe the pain was distracting her from their real dilemma. Perhaps she thought help lay around the corner, except that she’d lived in the area and knew its amoral soul.


  Belle tried to calm her heart, will her blood pressure to stabilize. Now she was their only hope. “I’d say that depends on you. Are you sure about these pains? Remember last time.”


  “Not one hundred per cent. But I’m not nauseous.” She sighed and straightened her back, stretching. “All gone now. Let’s get over the next portage. Maybe we’ll get lucky—”


  Belle laughed in spite of herself, faced down the horror with irony. “Get lucky?”


  “And meet someone. That’s what I meant.”


  Talk about hope limping eternal. Still, it was an improvement over panic and tears. Relieved about the cramps for the moment, Belle heard a splash and a dripping of water. She turned suddenly toward the shallows, then spoke in a whisper and pointed. “Over there. It’s Gary’s elk.”


  A massive white bull plunged his muzzle into the lake and let water cascade from his fleshy lips. He grabbed a large mouthful of pickerelweed and turned to watch them as he munched, his eyes dark and deep. Magnificent beast. His antlers were as large as a moose’s. Was this the dominant male in the neighbourhood, the father of the baby that had died? What Gary would have given to see this rare and noble sight. Then the stag threw back its head and bugled as if on cue. The eerie sound echoed over the still lake. It seemed to say “Go on. You are under my protection.”


  Miraculously, the final section of the portage was gently downhill and soft as a rubber running track. Belle took the kayak herself. But as they reached the next lake, now into unnamed territory, a blind country, Yoyo had fallen behind. Belle ran back and found the woman on her knees, crying softly. “It’s for real. I’ve been counting. Only ten minutes between.” She pounded the soft moss at her side. “Man, these pains are wicked.”


  Frantically, Belle looked around. It was early afternoon. Plenty of daylight. Giving birth in the dark would be a worst-case scenario. All she knew about labour was what she had seen on the silver screen. Prissy mewling in Gone With the Wind. Bette Davis taking a firm hand to whiny Mary Astor in The Great Lie. “You asked for a plan. We’ll land the kayak somewhere unlikely, cover up the tracks, and head into the woods—”


  Yoyo’s voice trembled, and agony was etched on her cheery face. “Into the woods. But you said we were safe now after the last portage. That he couldn’t...”


  Belle gulped back a cry of pity as she looked at the woman’s hand, the knuckles scraped and the jolly teddy-bear polish chipped and cracked. “Listen. Hunters and trappers sometimes cache canoes in the bush. I forgot about that possibility. We don’t know where Patch is, except that he’s God in this area. And anyway, you’re not going anywhere until that baby is born. Let’s move up the east side of the lake and scout the banks. It’ll keep the sun longer.”


  They got back into the boat and slowly edged along the shore, in parts rocky but often opening to a sandy beach. “Sand we don’t want,” Belle said. “Might as well leave him a letter. I’m not saying Patch has the tracking abilities of a native, but he’s lived in the bush and done plenty of hunting. And remember that spotting scope?”


  They came to a jumble of slippery rocks half covered by steeplebush. A carpet of snaggy blueberry bushes traced over the ground, their green berries full of hard, round promise. “Not here. We don’t want to crush the vegetation.” She scanned down the shoreline, then fixed on a small point of grey granite entering the water on a gentle slope. “Over there. Good traction. No moss. No footprints. Nothing to be disturbed. But watch where you put your feet. A broken ankle is not on the agenda. Being in one piece is our only chip in this casino.” She paused, and a ghost of a smile raised the corner of her sweaty mouth as she licked away the salt. “That, along with a double helping of feminine wiles.”


  In a dangerous slow-motion dance, Belle choreographed Yoyo’s exit from the kayak, then her own, and finally lugged the boat up the rough bank, careful to avoid punctures or rips. Once off the shore, she reached for a large, twisted branch of dead red pine and placed it over their entrance. Plunging into the thick bush, predominantly white birches and poplar with an alder undergrowth, they stepped where their prints wouldn’t show and finally found a narrow game trail leading past a grove of conifers. Belle swept a cedar bough behind them to disguise any tracks.


  Yoyo sat down on a log and groaned. “I can’t go much further, I mean farther, Belle.”


  Belle pointed to a giant balsam fir a foot wide at the trunk. “Home sweet whatever. Give me a minute before you come in.” The dry branches at the bottom could easily be broken for access to the rude shelter. Underneath, the ground would be soft with a cushion of dried needles. Right now it didn’t look like rain, but the thick overhang would afford some protection...if she could find sloughed-off birch sheets to use as impromptu shingles. She shook herself back to the present. This was hardly the time to contemplate constructing anything complex. Although they were in a small valley between ridges, Belle shoved the kayak underneath the tree to serve as partial wind protection. In the global warming that had unbalanced the climate in Northern Ontario, fierce gales and storms could spring up out of nowhere. Hail might be on the agenda twice in one summer.


  Belle scavenged to find whatever would make Yoyo more comfortable. She settled on gathering brackens and ferns for a bed. Their smell reminded her of camping trips. Then she ripped up a large cushion of sphagnum moss, spongy and green.


  Yoyo gave a long, low moan, a trickle of blood dripping down her chin from biting her lip. “Sorry. I know we have to be quiet. Jesus. What’s the matter with me? Mom told me she never made a sound. Am I a wimp?”


  A dead wimp, if a loud wimp. She watched Yoyo crawl forward as heavily as if she were hauling a bag of anvils. “How’s your nest, little mother bird? Are you warm enough?” She knew the answer. It was nearly thirty degrees, their only good fortune.


  “Real soft. Thanks.” Then as a spasm hit, she clamped a hand over her mouth.


  Belle had an idea and duck-walked out, then headed for the nearest yellow birch. Returning with a handful of thick twigs, she said, “Bite on this. It’s like wintergreen.”


  Monitoring her breathing in measured huffs, Yoyo gave her an odd look and put it aside. “I’m no beaver. Maybe later.”


  Belle wiped her forehead with her sleeve. Mother Nature was writing the screenplay. They were mere attendants. And if the baby was born, and if it was healthy, and if it didn’t make any noise...too many ifs.


  A minute later Yoyo gave a relaxed sigh. “All over for now. Next round in a few minutes. Guess what? I’m starving.”


  “Coming right up.” Lying beside her, Belle reached inside the kayak and pulled out the daypack. She retrieved a large green plastic bag from the LCBO and measured it with her eye. Bunting for the twenty-first century. Unwrapping the sandwiches, she handed one to Yoyo, who wolfed it down, licking the last crumbs from her fingers. Two cans of soda remained. Despite being made from white bread and processed slices, the cheese sandwich was so luscious that Belle forgot the painful brick in her empty stomach. They were burning calories like pine kindling. Two apples came with a plastic knife, so Belle cut them in quarters, nearly snapping the tiny weapon in her haste.


  Suddenly they heard a crunch nearby. Belle put a hand on Yoyo’s shoulder, and the woman’s anguished eyes went wide with terror. She bit down on the stick so hard that it broke, then spit out the residue as a brown rabbit hopped across the path twenty feet from them. “Isn’t that cu—”


  Without a sound, a red fox pounced and cracked the rabbit’s neck with one efficient shake, hauling off its prey with a beady eye on the crouching women. A fast lesson in bush ethics.


  “You’d better tell me what to expect before all hell breaks loose,” Belle said. I don’t know nothin’ ’bout birthin’ babies! “Better that you were a bear. Their cubs weigh only half a pound.”


  “I could handle that.” Yoyo gave a light laugh, but then her eyes rolled back in torment.


  As the afternoon wore into early evening, and the intervals between pains shrank, Belle unwrapped Yoyo’s jacket and spread it over her. At least they had basic covering, but with the dope wearing off, the mosquitoes would regroup. No wonder moose ran berserk onto the highways to escape their tormentors. As she slapped at a sipper, she remembered the old trick of coating the skin with mud. Then Yoyo groaned. Prepared to help her, Belle shoved the pack into the recesses of the kayak, then had a second thought. Was it possible that something of value in the small boat had been overlooked? Crawling forward, she fumbled around in the zippered pockets. She didn’t hold out hope for matches, but...then her fingers discovered a tiny Maglite, a toy in size but a serious one. It went on with a glow, and she grinned. At least they would have some company in the dark tonight. Until the batteries died.


  “It’s time, Belle,” Yoyo said and squeezed her hand. “I think my water’s breaking. Let me get my pants off. I don’t want to lie in that.”


  TWENTY-TWO


  Yoyo shuffled herself to the side as Belle counted to a hundred. Everyone had heard of the concept of the water breaking. To Belle it brought the image of floating away on a salty tidal wave. But the reality was smaller, a few cupfuls. Then Yoyo arranged herself in a sensible straddle that recalled the posture of a birthing chair. “Not long now. Hope I’m fast like Mom. Take a look and tell me how far I’m dilated. Say like a dime.” At Belle’s horrified face, she added, “Come on. When I was a little kid, I saw worse. Why one time—”


  “Why do you think I never went to medical school?” Tentatively, Belle lifted the jacket aside, bent down and gulped. “Oh, my God.”


  Yoyo panted, counting to herself. “Well?”


  “Uh.” Belle tried to assess progress on the basis of snowfall. Hers was a generation caught between imperial and metric. “About...two centimetres. A quarter.”


  Almost an hour passed, and the yellow birch twigs Yoyo chomped flew by with no more than a hum and the occasional quiet growl. Belle gave Yoyo credit for her stoicism and for the primer in midwifery. Women had babies at home all the time, but they also died without medical help for breech births, haemorrhages, twisted cords. Why hadn’t Mother let her watch Mimi delivering those kittens? Because that night after she went to bed, her father had taken a small bundle wrapped in a towel to the trash can? She’d seen him hunched furtively in the moonlight, opening and shutting the lid without a sound. How strange that Mimi had produced only one, but her parents told her it was common. After that first “right of all females” litter, the cat had been spayed.


  Her father. Now he might be fighting his last battle, the old knight against the dark man with the scythe under his cloak. She preferred those images to the graphic reality. A tear seeped from the corner of her eye. She’d think about that tomorrow. Be here now. Make yourself useful, her mother always said. And the timing was good. The sun still glistened above the horizon in the cleft far down the valley. Night would be at least two hours away.


  Belle looked at her watch, wondering how long this last act might continue. “Am I supposed to tell you to push or something?”


  “Stop rushing me. What the hell do you think I’ve been doing?” Yoyo began puffing, the little engine that could. “Now. She’s coming. They’re coming. Holy shit, it feels like a basketball team.”


  On the fragrant green bed, Belle tried to position herself kneeling at the entrance to what Leonard Cohen called the delta, the alpha and the omega, to catch the slippery little fish on exit. The primal rhythms of the song soothed her, and she nodded in self-hypnosis. Her pupils pulsed with the dilation of the cervix, and she ground her teeth in empathy until they ached. Slowly the crown emerged, and she laughed. Hair as red as hers. So far, so good. Not feet first. She felt her adrenaline surge and hoped that Yoyo was getting a whacking dose of natural painkillers. No epidurals here.


  Then a squirming parcel the size of a football with legs and arms lay in front of her, a cord dangling from the mother. Belle cleaned the mouth and nose with a paper serviette. It was breathing easily, nothing more than a confused look on its wizened face. Eyes as dark as plums. And it was a girl. Fancy that. Yoyo sat up with a grunt. “God. She’s wonderful. Is everything there?”


  Belle looked down. “All accessories accounted for. About this handy but now useless cord, though. The plastic knife is all we have.”


  “So go for it.”


  Belle bent to the gory task, then fashioned makeshift knots with loose threads ripped from the daypack zipper. What had Yoyo told her? Wasn’t there something more?


  Yoyo wiped the baby with a handful of soft fern, then pulled the tiny bundle to her with a dazzling and loopy grin. “Welcome to your first camp-out, darlin’.”


  Belle sat back for a moment, massaging her cramped thighs. Minutes later, the afterbirth arrived, and Belle tidied up, her sticky hands cleaned with a clutch of large striped maple leaves. A metallic smell of blood filled the air. Lest it fetch some beast, Belle collected the matter in a Ziploc, walked a hundred yards away and found a deep rock cleft with a foot of standing water. Letting out all the air in the bag, she managed to sink it under a sizable stone. She hadn’t given a thought to their other predators, bears or wolves. On bush trips, tampons had to be burned in the fire or buried.


  So far the baby hadn’t made a sound other than a soft cooing when Yoyo “latched” it to her breast, another new term for Belle. “Hey, hey. Easy, little cub,” mother said to daughter. She explained that the first few days of nursing brought out the colostrum, a weak and easily digested milk. Clearly she’d studied her books with diligence. Her lessons took their minds off the present.


  “It’ll get colder tonight.” Belle picked up the LCBO bag and the last birch twig. “This is about the right size. Let’s poke a few holes for ventilation and put her in here.”


  Then in the silence, punctuated only by sucking, the baby gave a small cry. “What’s wrong?” Belle whispered, panic in her tones. “We can’t have that. If Patch is around...”


  Yoyo wrinkled her brow as she stroked the baby’s back. “It could be gas. Come on, girl. Humpty dumpty.” She gently moved the baby up and down. Finally, a small burp emerged. The girl opened her mouth to breathe, squeezed her eyes, then settled back in a nap, milk burbling at her rosebud lips. Apparently the baby would sleep much of the time and become more active once the true milk appeared.


  “You passed the final with an A-plus,” Belle whispered with a smile.


  As the gold of the setting sun flared to burgundy and brought the slow darkness, they settled beside each other for warmth. Every inch of skin was covered against bugs, except for their faces and hands, oily with dope. The baby was wrapped under Yoyo’s coat. Her button nose twitched, but she was well protected.


  “God, I’m hungry,” Yoyo said.


  “But we finished the sandwiches. Maybe tomorrow I’ll find some berries.” And a campfire with boy scouts and a vat of stew and s’mores for dessert. Something lumpy was in her pocket as she shifted. Patch’s whistle. No help there. The last thing they wanted to do was make noise.


  A little cheer came across Yoyo’s face, illuminated by the flashlight they allowed themselves from time to time. “Baron’s Bites! The bikkies. I forgot about that.”


  Belle grabbed for the pack, her mouth watering in spite of herself. “But what’s in—”


  “All natural stuff. Whole wheat flour. Skim milk. Egg. Meat fat. Good for you.”


  “Speaking of meat, I could go for a hamburger.” Belle tasted one, making it last nearly a minute. “Bland, but nutty. I like it. Nutritious, too.” She counted the rest. Two dozen. A treasure chest.


  Tired as they were, they talked to maintain a semblance of normalcy, to sustain their spirits. Plans for the next day went unmentioned. Too many unknowns. “So you write country songs? That’s pretty cool,” Yoyo said.


  “It’s not like I ever sold one.” She recited the lyrics to “Come On Up To Mama’s Table”.


  “I sent it to an address in Writer’s Digest, but the whole thing was a scam.”


  “So you have just the one song? It’s not like a passion or anything?”


  “No, just a little moneymaker, or so I thought.”


  Then Yoyo gave a quiet laugh. “Of course, dear boss. But there are other easy ways to score a quick dollar.”


  Belle gave a scoffing gesture with her hand, barely able to see it in front of her face as the rising half-moon scudded behind a bank of silvery clouds. “Like what? Those TV come-ons? Work at home for a thousand a day? Or are you referring to gambling?”


  To her credit, Yoyo ignored the bait. “You have an English degree, right? You’ve read tons of poetry. Why not try some limericks for Playboy? My brothers had a subscription. I read the articles...of course.”


  “Right, the limericks are in the joke section. But what money?”


  “Hey, they pay a hundred dollars U.S. And how hard can it be?”


  Belle pondered this. “The ‘little old man from Nantucket’ idea has been taken.”


  This got them both giggling. “Let’s think of a place or a person first, then go from there. I used to write poems in high school. Perfect rhyming. I have a very good ear.”


  “I wrote poetry, too,” said Belle. “Very gloomy stuff. ‘Misery, companion mine.’ What was I thinking? I wasn’t unhappy.”


  “Listen,” Yoyo said.


  In the growing darkness, a song arose. A gasping buzz. Tuptup-sheeee. Belle pricked her ears. Not the Sam Peabody of the white-throated variety. “A sharp-tailed sparrow maybe. Must be a marsh nearby.”


  “Sparrow. Good name. There once was a woman named Sparrow.” Yoyo clicked her teeth, shining in the ambient light. “That gives us narrow, arrow. Where can we go with that?”


  Belle was enjoying the game. It was taking her mind off her aching shoulders. “Marrow, yarrow, barrow and harrow.”


  “What do those words mean?”


  “I agree. Too obscure. But I like the sparrow. Maybe we should try Spanish. Many words end in ‘o.’ It’s an American magazine, and L.A. is nearly half Hispanic.”


  “All I know is salsa and buenos dias.”


  Belle paused to think while Yoyo gave her daughter another slurp. “How’s this? ‘A castanets player named Sparrow/Invited a well-hung torero...’ ”


  Yoyo gave a silent splutter, then tucked the girl back under the covers. “Well-hung. That’s the idea. A guy thing. But invited him to what? A party? A dance?”


  “You don’t want to go with party. But dance lead to pants. Imagine the possibilities.” She wiggled her eyebrows, though she knew Yoyo couldn’t see them.


  “A dance. What kind of music? Something sexy, I bet.”


  “Ravel. Everyone’s fantasy.” She snapped her fingers. “And played a two-minute bolero.”


  “Two minutes is more than a lotta guys can handle.”


  Finally, they slept, a bonded trio. Only once in the night did Belle twitch awake. An old nursery rhyme was stuck on her mental disc drive. “Bye, baby bunting. Patch has gone a-hunting.”


  As diffused light from the morning sun reached their shelter, Belle opened one eye, nearly swollen shut from bites. She was frantically thirsty, having rationed the last sodas. She watched Yoyo nestle with the baby under her chin. They had to move on. And the bugs would be fierce unless they caught a wind. She thought again of the early blueberries. A few would give them fresh heart, even if they were a bit sour.


  Yoyo yawned and checked the baby, whose mouth opened. Before it could close, Yoyo had popped in a warm spigot. Way to go. No getting up in the wee hours warming bottles. Not to mention the cost of formula.


  “I’m going to scout around for a minute, Yoyo. Open the last pop can. We’ll get more water back at the river.” Dehydration would punish them far faster than the perils of giardia.


  “There’s a stream where we came in.”


  “Larger sources are safer.”


  Belle rose stiffly and found the game trail. She squinted. It seemed a bit broader here than she would have expected. Was it more than an animal path? Then she saw the black scab of an old blaze on a white birch. Did it lead somewhere? She glanced back at mother and child, dozing again, then set off on a lope.


  The path climbed a maple ridge, then down again, widening as it went. Checking her watch to monitor the time, she finally reached a clearing. Man had made his ugly mark here. It was an old mine site, now levelled and burned to nothing more than a few boards and bricks. Toxic pools seeped from the ground. A yellowish clay oozed at her feet, and she moved off. From the hardy poplars that had reasserted themselves in this hell, she judged that more than half a century had passed. In the trees at the edge, she saw the remains of a shack and went over, careful where she stepped.


  Underneath the tin panels was a rusted metal sign with fractured letters. The Old...Batty. Where had she heard that? From Rosaline’s mother. She had thought it referred to a person. Was this what Gary had found? Or discovered arsenic traces in nearby watercourses? Had its poisons killed the vulnerable baby elk? Then she froze. What if Yoyo wandered back to the river?


  She began running, tripping over roots in the path. Finally she reached their tree and paused to catch her breath, bending over with her hands on her knees. Yoyo was still lying there, a contented odalisque. “The water...you didn’t...”


  “Huh? Did you bring some back? I’m parched.”


  Briefly Belle explained what she had seen. “We can’t drink from anything around here. Once we get downstream a mile or so, we can risk it. I’m thinking that this is what Patch was hiding.”


  “But why? If it’s that old, it had nothing to do with him.”


  They munched a few biscuits and shared the last can of pop. Then Belle scouted down to the river, happy to see nothing from her hiding place in a thicket. Patch wouldn’t waste energy. He’d be waiting for them back at Bump Lake.


  They set off in the kayak, the baby nestled between Yoyo’s legs. From her bra and some moss, she’d fashioned a rustic diaper. Father of Industry, meet Mother of Invention.


  A short portage took them over to a river, where they made faster time. They were travelling light, but quickly, the bonus of a kayak. At a few points, large dead trees had fallen into the river, blocking their path. “Lie down,” Belle said, as she lifted the branches and they slipped beneath in a potentially fatal game of pick-up sticks.


  At another junction, the logs were too large to move. Belle got out and stood on one, bending over to lift the boat and Yoyo over a few inches at a time. The effort was costing them. All of the biscuits were gone. Then the river disgorged on a larger body of water. Not Georgian Bay yet, but the Penage system. Farther to the west, the main lake was full of cottages, some of which she’d sold. Here, many inlets away, the shoreline was wild. At an island, they pulled in close and stopped to gather a few handfuls of blueberries, nature’s debut ripening on a south bank with plenty of sun-collecting rocks. They drank thirstily from the big water and continued west, navigating by the sun behind them.


  “Gotta be someone around,” Yoyo said half an hour later, then wrinkled her nose. “But I have to change the diaper. Pull in somewhere.”


  With the lake came the growing chop of waves. They tacked and weaved in an effort to avoid swamping. They were navigating a knife edge and making little progress as the winds slewed the craft and their two compartments began filling with water.


  Suddenly Belle glimpsed what looked like a small canoe disappearing around a point. They yelled, but the rising wind blew their words back. Then Belle pulled out Patch’s whistle, and its shrill shriek shot across the water like an arrow. The canoe turned, and a person waved. So that they wouldn’t be perceived as mere sightseers, Belle kept on whistling and flailing her arms until the canoe sat dead in the water. The paddler aimed something at them. Its large eye glistened in the sun.


  TWENTY-THREE


  Bonnie Fleischer was a wildlife photographer whose work had been featured on many nature calendars. She’d aimed her telephoto lens at them like a telescope. The float plane that had dropped her off was due back, and all of her gear was packed into the canoe. Her tanned and wiry body testified to a fitness far younger than her fifty-five years. A sensible brush cut of steel grey hair streamlined her intelligent face.


  As they sat on the beach, Bonnie offered a litre of drinking water, beef jerky and two bananas. Belle wiped her mouth as she searched the sky and began calculating the weights. Bonnie’s cumbersome Sportspal was built more for stability than lightness. “The boats can stay. We have to get this lady and her daughter back.”


  “I agree.” Bonnie traced a finger over the baby’s chin and smiled. “I can’t imagine how you managed it.”


  The baby gave a lusty cry. “Let her exercise her lungs. She’s been patient long enough,” Yoyo said, waiting a minute before giving her the magic flute. Then she secured the baby in a soft bed of moss, and she and Belle went into the water to scrub off two days of dirt and sweat. They used nature’s scouring pad, swamp horsetails growing at the water’s edge, the original pop-it beads.


  At three, when the pilot touched down and motored to the small bay where they waited, he got out onto the pontoon and tipped back his cap. “What is this, a party?”


  Having been filled in, he asked the women their weights. One hundred and thirty for Belle, one hundred and twenty for Bonnie, and one hundred and ten for Yoyo plus about five for the wolf cub. “If you gals were a big man and we were taking the canoe, it’d be about the same. Hop in. I’ll radio ahead.”


  Belle rode in the rear seats with Yoyo. The plane took off quickly, and within half an hour was cruising over Lake Ramsey. It landed at the Eagle Flight Centre’s docks, where an ambulance was waiting. As Yoyo was being lifted onto a gurney, her daughter in her arms, she waved goodbye. “I thought of a perfect name. Cocobelle.”


  Belle groaned inwardly and blew a kiss. She made arrangements for the pilot to return for the boats, all expenses paid. Bonnie had been a lifesaver.


  Then she took a quarter from her wallet and went to a pay phone. “Hélène?” she said as someone answered.


  A shriek came from the receiver. “Where in God’s name are you? Why didn’t you call us? Freya was all night on the deck. We saw her in the evening, and she was still there next morning, but your van was gone. We left a note and took her—”


  “Stop the presses. I have quite a story. But I have to see my father first. Then the police.”


  She took a cab to Memorial, well aware of the sweat reeking from her clothes when the driver rolled down the windows. She asked at reception for her father’s room. He still had one, a good sign. On the way she passed a non-denominational chapel and slipped in to compose herself. She still recalled a few prayers from the wonderful Cranmer prayer book. But this time she addressed someone other than God. Her hands were shaking from running on a diet of adrenaline and dog biscuits. “If the old man can beat this, leave him with me. But if suffering will be his lot, come and get him now. Tonight. And I mean it, Mother.”


  As she entered 510 in the geriatric wing, she heard a familiar voice. It was hoarse but strong. “I saw every film ever made. Shake the hand that shook the hand of Gene Autry. Smiley Burnette, too. Didn’t like Gene much. Too cold. But Smiley was a prince.”


  Her father was propped up in bed, his face pale but free of sweat and pain, his cornflower blues clear and sharp. He was talking to a young Filipina nurse who was taking his pulse and had probably never heard of the singing cowboy.


  He looked up at Belle with a mild annoyance and shook one bony finger. “I thought you weren’t coming. Where’s my chicken? And double ice cream on the pie.”


  “Triple. Soon as you get...home. Your arteries have proved themselves.”


  He nodded toward some daisies in a vase by the next bed. “It’s time to send Mary LaGrotta some flowers for her birthday.”


  Mary was the sweet Italian girlfriend he’d left behind in Florida. She’d made him laugh like a teenager. “December’s a few months away, but a lady always appreciates a bouquet.” She hugged him fast and long until he squeaked.


  Next stop was the Sudbury Police Department. Belle gave her story to the detective on duty, and when he heard about the three other incidents in the area, he became very interested. “So I don’t know if Patch Wells acted on his own or not. If he’d had his way, Yoyo, the baby and I would have been his fourth, fifth and sixth victims.”


  The next day, along with the OPP, who had jurisdiction outside the city, Belle returned to Bump Lake. Her van was still there. Patch was gone, his cabin burned, and the authorities were making inquiries across the country. The Old Batty lurked deep in the bush, spewing its poisons. At last its secret was exposed.


  The next day Belle contacted Larry Celeste, a professor of mining and geology at Nickel City College. He was kind enough to listen to her story and got back to her within twenty-four hours, inviting her to his crowded office.


  “There are over ten thousand abandoned mines across Canada. Some of them are orphaned, the owner untraceable. Four thousand are contaminated. The total cost for clean-up could run over six billion dollars, at a conservative estimate. The boreal forest is especially vulnerable, fewer species, thin, acidic soils, slow recovery.”


  “I suppose they brought in the building material by barge. It was a hell of a mess, even after all these years.”


  “All stages from A to E, ‘acquiring’ to ‘exit ticket’, cause damage. Trenching, drilling, then when water comes into it, the real disaster. Acid mine drainage, metal leaching from uncovered tailings. Mines were nearly unregulated before the war. No rules, lost records,” he said, leaning back in his swivel chair.


  “And now?” She thought of the Nickel Rim South Development, high on its shiny hill.


  “We made some progress in the Eighties and Nineties with MISA, the Municipal Industrial Strategy for Abatement. ‘Exit ticket’ means that the company has to put up a cash guarantee when the liability is transferred to the public.”


  “Sounds good.”


  He gave an ironic laugh and pointed to a map with hundreds of dots across Ontario. “Even that’s losing its teeth lately. The Renabie Mine near Chapleau proposed a deposit of a hundred thousand dollars for clean-up. One single sinkhole that appeared later ate that amount.”


  They consulted a topo he pulled from a set of narrow drawers. “But there’s no cross and pick to indicate the mine,” she said. “That’s what confused me.”


  “From the few records I’ve been able to access, the Old Batty operated from 1920-1939. That’s a long time ago. Once the gold was gone, they dozed over the place and felled trees to block access. No roads. It’s not prime fishing or hunting territory, so...” He spread his hands.


  “I get it. They didn’t expect anyone to come poking around in the area.”


  “The Burwash facility kept the place conveniently off limits for the next several decades. And all this time, elemental arsenic ions began to leak into the aquifer. Not for years, maybe, but once the drifts filled up with water. With no one around, who would ever know except the bottom feeders, daphnia and fish?”


  Gary had mentioned daphnia. He had probably intended to test for accumulation of toxic elements in the famous benthos. She felt stupid for not pursuing it. “But again, why no cross and pick?”


  Larry motioned to grease his palm. “Here’s my suspicion. Gable Minerals was a small operation then. As it moved out of Sudbury and grew, it had enough money to pay someone to keep the site off the ordinance map in 1940. Then any revisions would have been moot.”


  She told him about Marshall Mincore and the politically ambitious Gable family with their gold mine and dream town for workers in Manitouwadge.


  “Think what it would look like if news got out that their old site was polluting the edges of a reserve right in our backyard.”


  He pointed to a thick article from MiningWatch. “It’s a national crisis waiting to happen, and not just in remote areas like the Giant Mine in Yellowknife, where the cost of freezing the tailings may run higher than the value of the gold. Red Lake has a toxic plume underground waiting to envelop the city in another ten or twenty years. The Campbell Mine there closed in 1960, but it left a little time bomb.”


  “What is the North supposed to do, start growing more organic produce in the empty shafts?” Underground endive was already a hot commodity.


  “ ‘Right to mine’ is the hot button. The prospect of putting jobs into the community, even for a short time, outweighs the long-term damage. Canada is the world’s largest producer of gold and nickel.”


  Steve and Belle sat outside on the deck, enjoying a cold Northern Maple lager, their last. The landmark brewery downtown had failed to skirt bankruptcy and closed its massive doors.


  “They found Patch? Where?” To express her delight, she whistled over the top of the bottle.


  “Off his own turf, he didn’t have the resources to hide. We picked him up on a bus to Prince George. I think he intended to disappear up into the remote lumber regions where no questions are asked. He’s in remarkable shape for a man of seventy plus, and he’s talking. Wants to make a deal that will give him the most comfort in his old age. You know what happens to guards who become prisoners.” He sliced a finger across his throat.


  Apparently Patch had discovered the Old Batty site on a hunting trip in the Sixties. Suspicious about the seepage, he had asked a few mining codgers at a local bar and drawn his own conclusions. Local history books from the Sudbury Public Library had mentioned the early gold efforts. With the help of an efficient librarian, it hadn’t been hard to track Mincore Metals to Gable Minerals. With his father-in-law long gone, a nervous Fred Gable had started the payments to Patch the year the prison farm closed, and his son Barry had continued them. The modest sums, only five hundred dollars a month, were paid under the justification that Patch was prospecting for new mining claims.


  “Prospecting for over thirty years in the same area? That’s not going to wash. And Rosaline?”


  “It’s going to be Patch against the three of them. They’re denying any knowledge of his crimes. The paper trail’s cold. Cash every month by mail.”


  “What about the...cheap scotch? Did he explain that?”


  “Seems he got Gary to have a quick belt with him just before he hit him with a rifle butt and set up the ‘accident’.”


  She didn’t want to imagine Gary fighting for his life in the water once the blow had disoriented him. Drowning was not as painless as freezing to death, but at least it was fast. “So Patch didn’t stuff the furnace vent or doctor the coffee.”


  Steve chuckled and flicked a wasp away from his bottle. The little devils loved beer. “Rosaline is a zoologist. She’d have access to mouse nests, if anyone would. Plus she owns a white Buick. And she would have known how to cover up or misdirect Gary’s research. But it could have been an accident. Remember that we also caught the kids that broke into the house. The fifteen-year-old leader told them that offices are a good place to hide money. That explains the riffling of the papers. And they had no vehicle to take away the heavy stuff like the generator or chain saw.”


  Belle grimaced, her eyes narrowing. Down on the water, a family of mallards came by, eight babies scuffling to ride on the mother’s dull and mottled back while the showy father in a black and white tuxedo bobbed his iridescent green head. She was still frosted about the poisoning. “Some things can’t be proved, I guess. But what about my office? Maybe I should get a videocam.”


  “Silliker had nothing to do with the date-rape drug in your coffee. We picked up Joey’s friends on a speeding charge on the 401 just east of Windsor. They had three kilos of coke in the car, along with a cocktail of designer drugs. One boy worked a plea deal by turning in an old girlfriend of Bartko’s. Liz Ash. A real pistol. She was bragging about getting back at the ‘ho’ that gave her man so much trouble. She doctored your coffee and broke the sign as well.” He shrugged. “Now she’ll try to sell her information on Bartko. Women are fickle.”


  “The ‘ho’ begs to differ.” Inside, she smiled. At last, some mystique.


  “I know it offends your sense of justice, but Silliker, her brother and father probably won’t see a day in court. They pretended to be horrified at what Patch had done. Maybe they were, for all we know.” His chiselled lips curled at the edge as he hoisted his beer bottle. “And they’re model citizens.”


  “The Old Batty is back in the news,” said Belle. “A team of environmental assessors will be going over the property. A total reclamation is impossible, but the place will be made safer. Under the former rules, Gable Minerals won’t have to pay a cent, but they’ll be under much more scrutiny for their current operations.”


  “Your friend Gary played a part in this. That little pop can was a major factor. Where did he find it?”


  “Not at the mine, I’d guess. He’d have reported the pollution. Patch probably left it at the site on one of his excursions, and one spring at high water, tangled in brush perhaps, it floated down the creek.” Belle sighed, remembering how she’d said goodbye to Mutt. Another man sailing out of her life with the same ease.


  Steve seemed to pick up on her sadness and changed the topic. “So Yoyo’s become a little mother now? A new career for you as a midwife?”


  “Much too messy. Long hours, too. I owed her, though. And I gave her a couple of thousand dollars for her mother’s eye treatments. We’re hoping that the government will see reason and start funding that drug. Other provinces have.”


  “Gave her money?” Steve gave an exaggerated gasp and put a hand on his heart over the Sudbury Wolves logo on his jacket. “Going soft in your middle age?”


  Locking eyes with him, Belle shook her head. “Yoyo insisted that it’s only a loan. With her new job at RE/MAX, she’s on her way to success at last. She’ll pass the third qualifying exam with no sweat. How is your adoption working out? Any new developments?”


  “Warm up your listings. We’re going for a hat trick. Twin boys of four. Janet’s never been happier, and Heather’s over the moon.”


  Steve looked relaxed and confident. Her heart went out to him, and her fingers crossed in best wishes. His was a cherished friendship. And he hadn’t said a thing about her reckless episode at Burwash. What did that mean?


  With Steve gone, Belle went down to the garden with her latest purchases in a wheelbarrow. July 10th. Everything had been half-price and looked it. Scraggly and overgrown tomatoes, zucchini plants going brown at the edge, wilting lettuce. It was ridiculously late to try again, but she’d always had a garden, neglected or not. She knelt down and buried her hands in the warm earth like her forebears. Rutabagas had seen them through many bitter winters.


  Humming softly, she tucked in her hopes. Then she realized what song haunted her thoughts. Lerner and Loewe were right. It had been almost like being in love.


  BARON’S BITES


  1 ½ cups whole wheat flour


  1 cup all-purpose flour


  1 cup skim milk powder


  ⅓ cup melted meat fat (beef, lamb, or bacon)


  1 egg, lightly beaten


  1 cup cold water


  Combine flour, milk powder and salt in bowl. Drizzle with melted fat. Add egg and water; mix well. Gather dough into a ball.


  On floured surface, pat out dough. Roll to ½ inch thickness. Cut into desired shapes. Gather scraps of dough and repeat last two steps.


  Bake on ungreased baking sheets in 350°F oven for 50 to 60 minutes or until crisp. Makes about thirty-six 2 ½-inch biscuits.


  (Recipe courtesy of Debbie Snow)
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