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  One


  That particular morning all I could think about was getting rid of Alvin.


  It was the thirteenth of May. After the three feet of snow that came in November and stayed topped up all winter, I should have been paying attention to the signs of spring. I stomped along the bike path bordering the Ottawa River, not looking for groundhogs or robins and unaware of the fresh buds on the deciduous trees. Instead, black thoughts of Alvin clogged my mind.


  All down Wellington Street and up on Parliament Hill thousands of tulips had popped out of the ground, on schedule for the annual tulip festival. I didn’t notice them.


  My mind was focused primarily on liberating my office from Alvin’s presence, and secondarily on dealing with my large, meddlesome family, so Alvin or someone just like him never happened to me again.


  By the time I picked up an extra large Colombian Supremo and honey oatmeal muffin across from my Elgin Street office, I was concentrating on the family part and my theory that I’d been switched at birth. That’s how I account for being short, stocky and dark-haired in a family where everyone is tall, slender and fair. My sisters are long-boned and ash-blonde, beautiful still in their late forties. The pleats in their good wool slacks always lie flat; there’s never a button missing on their silk shirts; their hair is just the way they want it to be.


  I’m lucky if I can find my clothes on the chair in the morning, and my hair doesn’t even bear talking about. And if I don’t take the fifty-three minute walk to and from work every day, I go off the top end of the scale.


  Even now, thirty-two years after my birth, my father still looks at me with surprise. It’s a look I remember well from my childhood. Surprise—when he found me hanging upside down from a tree, or when he discovered six frogs in the bathtub, or when he read a note from The Nun of the Year saying I had played hookey from First Communion Class.


  My beautiful sisters would just laugh. They were perfect. So they could afford to think it was amusing when I got fished out of ponds, ejected from Sunday School, stranded on the school roof. And one of them, Edwina or Alexa or Donalda, would rescue me, take me by the hand and make sure that even my father could see the humour in the situation. I would stand there, looking way up at a tall, fair man, hoping he would recognize me.


  Donalda was named for my father, Donald MacPhee, and like him she was cool, detached, correct. Alexa and Edwina were named for my mother’s brothers. Good Cape Breton names, although a bit out of place when we moved to Ottawa—a city of Barbaras and Beverlys and Susans. It’s a tribute to my sisters’ elegance as teenagers that they were never tormented about their names. Just floated through high school with their lovely long straight noses in the air, their blonde hair just so and lots of boys to carry their books. I suppose it didn’t hurt that my father was the principal of St. Jim’s.


  All I got was the best name, Camilla, from my mother, who died when I was born.


  My sisters returned to Nova Scotia to get good solid degrees in English at St. Francis Xavier or Mount St. Vincent or to train in nursing at St. Rita’s. They returned with tall, respectable husbands—a dentist, an accountant and in Alexa’s case, a doctor. Alexa’s a widow now, but she still retains all the points she got for snagging the doctor.


  As for me, I went charging through the University of Ottawa and wound up with a Law degree and no man in my life but Paul, whose dead face still smiles down at me from his picture on the wall in my office, three years after the accident that changed my life.


  When I was growing up my sisters used to look at me with affectionate amusement—“Oh Camilla, how could you do that to Daddy’s new car?” Now they pucker their perfect faces with worry and bite their Clinique-covered lower lips and try not to pester me about working seventy hours a week and forgetting to get my hair done.


  My father still regards me with surprise.


  But that’s not the problem. The problem is he spends fifty percent of his time rescuing the children and grandchildren of old friends. People who, through no fault of their own, have fallen on hard times. Like Alvin.


  “This particular boy,” my father had said, meaning Alvin, “this particular boy never had a chance. Not like you, dear, with every opportunity.”


  I gave it my best defensive play.


  “There’s no space in my office for another person, Daddy. You know I just have the one room, and it’s fifteen by fifteen, and it’s full of files and equipment. Where would he sit?”


  “That’s just it, he could help with the files. Put them in the filing cabinets for you. He could answer your phone. Do the correspondence. Run the photocopier. You have a law degree, dear. Even if you insist on running this agency for victims, you don’t need to do everything yourself. Give Alvin a chance. You won’t even have to pay his salary. The government training program will pick up eighty per cent of it. At any rate this poor boy doesn’t even want a salary, just a chance to get some experience. Having some help in the office will give you time to think.”


  Time to think? I definitely didn’t want time to think— about Paul, about the kind of life we might have had if he had lived.


  “Sorry, Daddy. No deal.”


  “Alcoholic father, God rest his soul, poor old Mike, and that brave little woman struggling to put all those children through university. Be a big weight off her mind. Mine, too.


  You don’t seem to have any life at all, dear. Which reminds me, your sisters want to have a family dinner after Mass on Sunday. I don’t suppose you’d consider going to…”


  By the time I had tucked my styrofoam cup and my muffin under my arm, fiddled with my key and kicked open the door of the Justice for Victims office, Alvin had started his third week on the job. He’d already told me he was looking forward to a career in the World of Art, and that office work was not his first love.


  He was in fine form that morning, and the sunlight glinted off his nine visible earrings as he brushed the remains of his breakfast from my Globe and Mail and into the wastepaper basket. “The Bear”, a local rock station, blasted from the radio.


  “Mitzi Brochu,” he said.


  “Gesundheit,” I told him, as I moved a stack of research notes and put down my own breakfast. “I hope you’re not coming down with a cold. But if you are, please feel free to stay home until you feel completely better. Better yet, have you considered going home to your mother in Sydney?”


  But this subtlety was wasted on Alvin.


  “Robin Findlay called. She wants you to go with her to meet Mitzi Brochu.” The look on Alvin’s face indicated this was some kind of big deal.


  “Mitzi who?”


  “You’re kidding me, right?”


  I wasn’t. I scooped a stack of envelopes from the chair and sat down.


  “Wow,” he said. “You got to cut down on your working hours and get a life. Everyone in the country knows Mitzi Brochu. The Sultana of Style, the Queen of Cool, the High Priestess of…”


  “Okay, I get the picture.”


  I remembered Mitzi Brochu, a scrawny fashion writer and broadcaster, with a poison pen and a tongue like a switchblade.


  The phone rang.


  “Justice for Victims,” Alvin chirped. “No, I’m sorry, Mizzz MacPhee is in a staff meeting. No, no idea when. Sure, try later.”


  He hung up before I could snatch the receiver from his hands.


  “What meeting? What meeting am I in?”


  “This is important. This woman can make or break you. Any chance you could skip home and put on your teal suit? And ditch those running shoes?”


  “No, there is no chance I will skip anywhere. And, furthermore, this woman cannot make or break me. I am not trying to make a fashion statement, I am running an advocacy agency for victims of violent crime. I don’t give a shit about Mitchy Bitchy.”


  “Mitzi Brochu,” said Alvin. “That’s too bad, because Robin said it was really important. Incredibly important. Let’s see, where did I put that message?”


  He rummaged through the desk drawers one by one. Five minutes later, he located the message in the wastepaper basket and wiped a coffee spill from it.


  “Harmony Hotel, this afternoon at 2:30. Suite…” he held the message up to the light, “it’s a bit washed out…but I think it’s Suite 815.”


  “Come on. I’ve got to get ready for Ralph Benning’s parole hearing. And I’m way behind on the brief to the Department of Justice. Not to mention the membership drive…”


  “Camilla, Camilla, Camilla. That’s what I’m here for, membership drives and that stuff. It’s called delegation, remember?”


  “I do remember. I remember it was all here to do before you came and now you’ve been here for three weeks, it still is.”


  “I’ll do it. I’ll do it. But first, why don’t I run over to the library and get you some background on Mitzi? You don’t want to put your foot in it.”


  There was only one place where I wanted to put my foot. I thought about it. Sure would be easier to breathe in the minuscule office without Alvin. And easier to think without his radio. Really, that’s the way I had set it up. To work alone, long and hard. The three visitors’ chairs were just enough for the devastated crime victims and their relatives who found their shaky way to the office. The rest was all business. Phone, fax, photocopier and mile-high files. I loved my mingy little office—when Alvin wasn’t in it.


  He stuck his head through the door just as I was enjoying the foot thought.


  “By the way, your sister called.”


  I forgot the foot. “Which one?”


  Alvin shrugged before he closed the door. “I can’t keep them all straight.”


  I knew it didn’t matter which order I called them in, it would be the last one who left the message. The other two would have plenty to say. Sure enough, it was Edwina with an invitation.


  “Why don’t you come for lunch on Sunday? Frank will pick you up.”


  Lunch with my family comes off the time you have to log in purgatory, but no one wins arguments with Edwina, so I didn’t bother. I was just finishing up with her when Alvin got back.


  He tossed a pile of magazines on the desk. All back issues of Femme Fatale. All with the Ottawa Public Library stamp still on them.


  “There you go, here’s the sort of thing our girl Mitzi’s written in the last two years.”


  “Alvin. The library doesn’t lend these magazines. How’d you get them past the security system?”


  “It’s easy when you know how.”


  “Well, I can’t survive without using the library for research. Don’t get me into hot water with them.”


  I got up and stuck my nose out into the hall to see if any librarians had tracked Alvin back to the office.


  He took advantage of my move to reclaim the chair at the desk. “Take a look at them. You’ll get an idea about Mitzi, anyway, before this afternoon.”


  The Benning hearing was supposed to occupy my mind that morning and it did. I pored over the transcript of Ralph Benning’s trial and the newspaper reports of the same. I reread notes from my interviews with Myra Anderson, the victim, and worked on a strategy for the hearing. I made a note to myself to talk to the prosecutor of the case. But it was hard to concentrate.


  “Do you mind not whistling while you type?”


  “What, I’m just a happy guy. It’s better than you, grunting and snarling to yourself over those files.” Alvin tossed a pile of envelopes into the wastepaper basket.


  “What’s wrong with those?”


  “Mistakes on them.”


  Since Alvin’s arrival our garbage rate had soared. We had become a fifteen foot by fifteen foot, four-basket-a-day office. I rescued the envelopes from the garbage.


  “Put labels over them. If you can’t think cheap, can you at least think green?”


  “Sure.”


  Alvin flicked his coal-black ponytail over his shoulder and turned back to the typewriter. I pretended I didn’t hear his next little remark about hormones.


  The rest of the morning yielded little. By noon, I was hungry and faced with a pile of paper with Benning doodled on it over and over, surrounded by meaningless squiggles, crosses and puffs of smoke.


  On a normal day, I like to eat a sandwich for lunch in the office. But Alvin was there, and I wanted to get away from him. He handed me the pile of Femme Fatale issues as I headed out.


  “I can’t take those,” I said. “They are clearly marked Ottawa Public Library.”


  Rip. Slap. The covers landed in the overflowing wastepaper basket.


  “Happy lunching,” said Alvin.


  As I walked away from the door, I heard him answer the phone.


  “Sorry,” he said, “I have absolutely no idea if or when she’ll be back.”


  
    * * *
  


  Elgin Street was showing the first signs of spring. Lily white, bare arms were sticking out of short sleeves everywhere as I shlepped along several crowded blocks to the Manx Pub. Time to get out the summer clothes. That shouldn’t be hard, since I hadn’t had time to pack them away over the winter.


  I snagged the last table for two in the Manx and wiggled right in, spreading my coverless magazines out on the other side. I ordered the pasta special and began checking out the samples of Mitzi Brochu’s style. Her prime targets were overweight celebrities and royalty (“Porky Princess Should Shun Public Participation”). The Princess was lucky enough to hightail it back to Europe after Mitzi skewered her. The media people were not so fortunate. Mitzi liked to take aim at the fashion foibles of television personalities too. “Dump the Frumps—Ship Media Fashion Losers Back to the Boonies” targeted female news anchors and talk show hosts across the country. One of our local news anchors, Jo Quinlan, got it right between the eyes with the headline “From the Barn to the Big Time”. The caption under her photo shrilled “Beefy country look is out: time for a makeover, Jo-Jo.”


  Every now and then, Mitzi scored a double play: “Fat and Frumpy—Dual Deficit Punctures Polyester Politicians”. The rear view shot of local political mover and shaker Deb Goodhouse bending over probably would have cost the photographer his life, if she’d caught him snapping on his wide angle lens.


  Two minutes into the first article and I knew one thing: I had no desire to meet Mitzi Brochu.


  Femme Fatale was reputed to be outselling Chatelaine and Canadian Living, the former leaders in the field of women’s magazines. I was astonished that people paid to read it.


  “Oh God, look at that,” said my waiter as he deposited my plate on the table. “Mitzi Brochu, isn’t she wicked? My favourite one was her TV piece on ‘Ban the Bum’. A lot of people are still blushing over it.”


  “Hmmm,” I said, only partly because I had a mouthful. And partly because I was asking myself what kind of person took such obvious pleasure in holding other people up to ridicule.


  
    * * *
  


  Even on the walk to the office, I kept asking myself why Robin Findlay, my oldest and closest friend, the most sensible person in the world, who dreamed about picket fences and children, slept in blue flannelette nighties and doted on her six cats, would want to see Mitzi Brochu.


  When I opened the door, Alvin was pointing to his watch. “Robin called in a panic. You just missed her.”


  I made room on the desk for the pile of Femme Fatale and dug out my briefcase.


  “Better hustle,” he added. “It’s a hike over to the Harmony. And she sounds like she’s going over the edge. Oh, and don’t give another thought to your threads, maybe Mitzi will keep her eyes closed.”


  
    * * *
  


  Alvin was right. It was a hike to the Harmony. I clomped along Elgin Street and snapped left at Laurier West, not giving a glance to the hundred thousand tulips in the park. People jumped out of my way as I plunged along the sidewalk. I’m told I get this look on my face when I’m concentrating. Sort of a short, square Terminator.


  What was Robin upset about? Was Mitzi Brochu planning an article on creeping polyesterism in the legal profession? “Lumpy Lawyers on the Loose?” or “Barristers: the View from Behind?” That wouldn’t have bothered Robin. From kindergarten through law school, she never worried about fashion or appearances at all, just went through life being her serene, reliable self. And it would take more than a mean-mouthed pseudo-celebrity to make her panic.


  I was running through the fourth or fifth scenario (Robin had a client who wanted to sue the silk underwear off Mitzi the Mouth) when I passed the National Parole Board Office on Laurier West.


  “Sorry,” I said, without sincerity, to a man who had misjudged my velocity.


  “Camilla MacPhee,” he said, stepping back on to the sidewalk.


  I looked at him, trying to remember who he was.


  “Ted Beamish, remember me?” he said. “You were a year behind me in law school. I was a pretty good friend of Paul’s.”


  “Right,” I said.


  “It’s good to see you. I almost didn’t recognize you.”


  “It’s the running shoes.”


  He blinked. “No, something else.”


  I didn’t want to dwell on this theme. Ever since Paul was killed, people keep telling me I look different. It bothers them.


  “I can’t quite put my finger on it. Maybe it’s the way you…”


  “So, Ted, what have you been doing with yourself since Law School?” Men always like questions like that.


  “I’m at the Parole Board now. What are you doing?”


  “While you try to make sure they get out, I try to make sure they stay in.”


  He flushed. A deep, mottled red clashing with his coppery hair. Then he plunged on. “Everyone deserves a chance.”


  “Tell that to the victims.”


  “Oh yes,” he said, with the flush up to his cheekbones and rising, “I remember hearing you were heading up an advocacy group. I guess you have your reasons. Well, I have mine, too.”


  “Sure,” I said, tapping my foot. Two-thirty was coming fast.


  “Listen, you got time for a cup of coffee?”


  “Late for a meeting.”


  “Some other time then.” The flush flamed past his ears and kept going to the top of his head. And you could see it right through the thinner bits of red hair in front.


  
    * * *
  


  The Harmony had been designed back when people thought the nineties would be a time of tranquillity. Soft aqua shades on walls. Deeper turquoise in the carpets. Mountainous silk flower arrangements backing onto mirrors. The lighting was misty and indistinct, and generic music was oozing out of the walls. I tried to remember the Harmony Hotel slogan. What was it? Oh yes, “Harmony Hotels, where the client never has to worry.”


  There was no sign of Robin. I checked the slip with the phone message, but it was hard to read under the coffee stains.


  At the registration desk, I asked for Mitzi Brochu’s room.


  “I’m sorry, I can’t give you that information,” the little trainee with the big hair trilled. Her brass name tag said Stephanie.


  “She’s expecting me.”


  “Well, I can put you through by phone. She can give you the room number herself. Sorry, it’s a policy.” She handed me the house phone.


  It rang and rang until I slammed it down. I gave Stephanie a dirty look and stalked over to a cluster of love seats.


  I sank into the turquoise and silver striped upholstery to wait for Robin. I hoped she wasn’t expecting me in whatever the suite was. But she wasn’t. I spotted her capturing an elevator.


  “Robin!” I bellowed, dashing for the elevator, but the door had already closed.


  I got to the eighth floor without looking at myself in the mirrored walls but not without asking myself if the Mormon Tabernacle Choir could possibly have recorded their own version of “Satisfaction”.


  The eighth floor was done in shades of peach and gold. It would have been very relaxing if I hadn’t been so revved up. I fished out the message again. Suite 8 something something wasn’t going to get me to Mitzi, but I held the paper up to the light just in case.


  One door stood open, with a maid’s cart heaped with fresh towels and toilet paper and all those little bottles they put in bathrooms.


  “Hello,” I hollered into the room. “Halloooo.”


  A dark-haired woman in a uniform popped out of the bathroom and stared.


  “Hello,” I said. “Can you help me? I’m meeting my friend Mitzi Brochu here and I can’t remember which room she’s in.”


  “Sorree. Not speak mooch Engleesh.” She smiled and shrugged her shoulders. Fine.


  The next step was to pound on the doors of every suite on the floor. Not so bad. The suites would be in the corners, four to a floor.


  No answer at the first door. The door of the suite across the hall stood open. This must be it, I thought, starting towards it.


  “May I help you?”


  I spun around. A man had appeared out of nowhere behind me. He was tall, thin and very good-looking, with a slash of grey at each temple. And he scared the bejesus out of me. Until I saw the little brass tag that said Richard Sandes, General Manager.


  I exhaled. In my line of work I deal with too many women who have come off second best in chance encounters with strange men.


  “I’m looking for Mitzi Brochu. I have an appointment with her. Can you help me find her suite?”


  He shook his head. “Sorry. We can’t give out the room numbers of our guests. I’m sure you appreciate that when you’re staying in a hotel. But we can connect you with her on the house phone.”


  “Tried that,” I said. “Wait a minute. What’s….”


  I heard Robin cry out from the suite and I started to step through the open door into a little antechamber.


  “You can’t just go in there!” Richard Sandes yelped as I elbowed him out of the way.


  We both recoiled as a long gagging shriek tore through the air and Robin stumbled out into the hallway, her eyes rolling back into her head. Her mouth opened and shut and opened again. All without a word. She clutched at my skirt with her bloody hands as she slid to the floor and passed out on the peach carpet.


  


  Two


  Someone had hated Mitzi. Hated her enough to tie her arms to the curved ends of the brass bedpost, gag her, and stab her through the heart with a sharpened stake. Hated her enough to write a poem on the wall over her head. In blood.


  Here she dies

  Full of lies

  Hell will be her

  Well-earned prize


  My stomach lurched as the still-red letters dripped on the wall. Mitzi’s open, staring, dead eyes seemed to carry traces of the terror she must have felt as she died. Don’t be stupid, I told myself, she’s dead. She can’t feel anything.


  I concentrated on Robin, who was babbling and weeping. And throwing up.


  The police should be able to help, I thought. In this case, I was off the mark. The troops were led by Detective Connor McCracken, sizeable, cool, and, under normal circumstances, probably quite good natured.


  This time, he and his fellow detective kept asking all of us, but especially Robin, probing questions in that monotone they must learn in police college. If they’d had any training at all, they would have noticed Robin alternating between deep flush and dead white. Her hands shook during certain parts of her story. I knew what that meant, and I hoped the detectives didn’t.


  “You can’t be here, you’re also a witness,” he said.


  “Like hell,” I said, “I’m her lawyer. Race you to the Supreme Court.”


  Detective Conn McCracken shrugged, sat Robin down in a chair and walked her through the events in Mitzi’s suite. He was large, late forties, and looked like he might coach little league on the week-ends. He smiled at Robin and even patted her hand. The good cop. Soften up the suspect before you turn her over to the bad cop.


  The bad cop was called Mombourquette. He had a rodent’s face and mean little eyes to match. He was just waiting for a chance to take a bite out of Robin. I kept flicking my eyes from Robin to McCracken to Mombourquette to make sure everybody behaved.


  When McCracken asked for the third time what Mitzi had wanted and Robin started to shake all over again, I put my foot down.


  “Can’t you see she’s in shock?” I said. “She needs a doctor, maybe even a hospital. You guys push her around any more and I’ll file a complaint with the Police Commission and you can read your names in the newspaper. Look at her. You can see her again when her doctor says it’s all right.”


  “We need a bit more information,” said Mombourquette, showing his sharp little teeth.


  “I saw nothing,” Robin said. She looked at me when she said it.


  “What else do you need to know? She’s already told you Mitzi Brochu, a well-known writer in women’s magazines, invited her up to the suite. She didn’t know why she was invited and when she got there the victim was dead. She didn’t see it happen and she didn’t see anyone leaving the room. She touched the body to see if there was still a pulse, and that’s how she got blood all over her. And now, as you might expect, she’s in a state of shock. Tell me, boys, would your mothers or sisters have behaved any differently?”


  “Good enough,” said McCracken, disappointing Ratface.


  I decided that Robin would be better off with her parents than alone in her townhouse. I got up and called them, telling them to get the family doctor mondo quicko and suggest this would be a good time for a house call.


  Of course, I knew Robin was lying to the police. I just didn’t know why.


  They say everybody is capable of murder under the right circumstances. But it would have taken a lot more than Mitzi with her trendy vindictiveness to turn Robin into a killer. And she never would have been able to tie those knots. She couldn’t even manage that for her Brownie badges.


  Conn McCracken took me aside, just before I bundled Robin into a blanket.


  “You’re Donald MacPhee’s daughter, aren’t you?”


  “Yes.”


  “Jeez, I remember him from St. Jim’s. And Alexa’s your sister, right? I used to date her a bit. You were just a little kid when I saw you last. So, um, how is she?”


  I found it hard to drop my antagonistic mood. “Alexa? So so. Her husband died last fall and she’s still getting over it.”


  “Sorry to hear that,” he said, not looking sorry in the least.


  “Well, tell her I said hi.”


  “Sure.”


  
    * * *
  


  As we left the Harmony Hotel, escorted by a pair of olice officers, the flash bulbs went off in the lobby and the TV cameras homed in. Jo Quinlan, strapping and capable news anchor, barred our way, holding her microphone, telling her viewers everything she knew about Mitzi’s death.


  The cameras got some nice footage of Robin looking like Bambi on speed.


  Robin didn’t say a word in the cab. She seemed to have crawled up inside herself and shut the rest of us out. Only the pressure of her hand clutching mine told me we were still connected. I was relieved when we got to her parents’ home and found Dr. Beaver all ready for us. Her father and I slid her into her old bed and Dr. B.’s hypodermic did the trick. Even her mother ripped herself away from The Young and the Restless and stood there, wringing her hands.


  “Robin’s in shock,” Dr. Beaver said. “Just shock. She’ll be fine.”


  He hovered over her as she twitched and moaned in her sleep. He offered the same kind of down-to-earth advice we’d had from him as children, scared to get vaccinations. We’d always relaxed and giggled around him because he had huge buck teeth and looked like he’d be at home in a pond.


  “You heard Dr. B.,” I said to my unconscious friend. “You’ll be fine.”


  She opened her eyes wide and squeaked, “The cats! What will happen to the cats?”


  Oh no. Not that.


  “She means her cats, the six she keeps,” her father whispered. “They can’t come here. Mrs. Findlay’s allergic to cats. Oh my God, now Robin’s going to fret about them.”


  I didn’t need anyone to tell me what she meant. I am no fan of cats, and this particular six irritated me every time I dropped in to see Robin. But this wasn’t the right moment to mention it.


  “Don’t worry about the cats,” I said, feeling a sudden, regrettable largeness of spirit. “I’ll make sure they’re all right.”


  I gave Robin’s hand a little squeeze and felt her squeeze back, just as her eyes closed.


  Once Robin was out cold, Mrs. Findlay slipped back in front of the boob tube and lit up a cigarette. As long as I can remember, she’s been addicted to soap operas. Once Robin told me her mother had been at the grocery store with a long lineup at the cash. When she realized she might miss Another World, she left her groceries and hightailed it home.


  Robin’s father and I just kept bumping into each other and not having anything to say. What could you say? I didn’t want coffee. I didn’t want a drink. I didn’t want to try the lemon poppyseed muffins which were still cooling on the counter. Neither of us mentioned the police and their questions. We both knew Robin’s troubles were just beginning.


  “Don’t worry, there’s no need for you to hang around, chewing your nails. Thank you for helping. There’s nothing you can do right now. You go home, and I’ll let you know when she can talk,” he said. “Camilla’s leaving now, dear.”


  Mrs. Findlay butted out her latest cigarette and tore her eyes away from a blonde woman and a dark-haired man who were engaged in some kind of wrestling match under a sheet. And in the afternoon, too.


  “God almighty, those two scamps, eh?” Mrs. Findlay lit another cigarette and pointed to the TV with it. But it was too late, an ad for detergent which would get your sheets sparkling clean replaced the wrestling scene. “That Nina. If they’re not careful, her husband will catch them. Then there’ll be hell to pay.”


  “I can imagine,” I murmured.


  “You just try and relax,” said Mr. Findlay as he opened the door for me.


  
    * * *
  


  Just relax. Sure. You can picture just how relaxing it was at my place once my nearest and dearest got a gander at Robin and me on the six o’clock news. Hot and cold running relatives, everywhere you looked.


  “Would you like a martini? Some warm milk? Toast? A nice boiled egg? Something else? Although there’s not much in your fridge.” That was Alexa. She believes in the efficacy of food and drink in the face of any disaster.


  “Not really hungry.”


  “Would it help if I did a bit of this laundry?” Donalda. She’s only comfortable in a well-administered household. Whenever she visits me, she perches on the edge of the sofa and stares into the kitchen at the dishes in the sink. “I could wash up those dishes for you, if you’d like.”


  “Sure, anything you want.”


  “I think your home would be much improved by the addition of some dining room furniture. Nothing too avant-garde, just a couple of nice chairs and a good table. I don’t know how you can stand to have a desk in there. Why don’t you spend a little of your money on fixing it up? You could even get a pretty desk and put it in the living room.” Edwina. House Beautiful has always been her bible.


  The burbling of decorating tips was drowned out by the squeal of the blender in the kitchen and the roar of the vacuum cleaner around our feet. Robin’s cats took refuge in my bedroom. My father sat in the armchair in the corner and studied me with keen interest.


  No one mentioned the murder. And I sure wasn’t going to.


  “Something else? What about a nice little rum and coke to settle you down?” Alexa never forgets our Nova Scotia roots.


  To tell the truth, it felt rather good to have them bustling around, dispensing elbow grease and unsolicited advice, their voices blurring. Usually I protect my territory and independence and try to keep a handle on their surplus domesticity.


  “A filing cabinet would help a lot. The light from your balcony would be perfect for a ficus benjamina. Can I top up your drink?”


  The second rum and coke hit me like a piano from a second story window. As I crawled naked into my freshly made bed and curled into the fetal position, I could hear the gentle thudding of the washer-dryer and the hum of sisters chatting. I closed my eyes. Six cats settled themselves around my feet.


  All that night and into the next day, Mitzi’s dead face kept flashing through my mind, with Robin’s wailing voice in the background. “No, no,” she kept saying, “not dead. Not like this. Please not now.”


  
    * * *
  


  “Crucified? Lord thundering Jesus,” said Alvin, filled with admiration for my cleverness in finding myself in the right spot at the right time. “What did she look like?” He picked up the receiver he’d dropped on the desk as I sagged through the door. “She’s here now, Mom, I’ll call you back later.” He hung up and looked at me with great expectation.


  “I don’t want to talk about it.”


  After a night of spinning in the sheets, fighting nightmares filled with dead eyes and silent screams, the last thing I wanted was to relive finding Mitzi Brochu. And the only way to avoid talking about it was to get Alvin out of the office. I decided the solution was a series of low-level yet time-consuming errands requiring stops all over town.


  “Panty-hose?” he said, reading the list I handed him. “You want me to pick up your panty-hose? That’s demeaning. It’s bad enough I have to go to the print shop and the post office and the library and pick up cat food. But I draw the line at panty-hose. That’s not part of my job.”


  “Sure it is. It’s called Other Duties As Required. Take it or leave it. You can always go home to Mom.”


  I hoped Alvin would leave it, for good. But as a consolation prize, I hoped he’d at least be gone for a couple of tranquil hours.


  In the meantime, I was counting on the Benning brief to take my mind off what we’d found in Mitzi Brochu’s bedroom.


  The Benning brief wasn’t quite distracting enough. Mitzi, seen from different angles, superimposed herself on every page of notes. Even my endless doodles were gruesome.


  And I kept thinking about Robin.


  For my own peace of mind, I needed to know what Robin had been doing in Mitzi’s room. And what she had meant by “not now.”


  The phone rang, jerking me back to the present. “Long distance, for Mr. Alvin Ferguson. Will you accept the charges?” “No, Mr. Alvin Ferguson is not here and, no, I will not accept the charges.”


  The operator was pretty unemotional about the whole thing, but I slammed down the phone and made a mental note to check the next bill.


  I couldn’t concentrate on the Benning brief. And things administrative paled next to the enormity of being involved in a murder. What made her go there? Robin, sensible, flat-shoed real estate lawyer. Singer in the church choir. Disher out of food at the Food Bank. What was her connection with Mitzi Brochu, shredder of egos?


  Mrs. Findlay answered the phone in a whisper.


  “No, dear, she’s still out like a light. Dr. B.’s been here again to give her something. She woke up at 6 in the morning and almost gave her father a heart attack, screeching.”


  “What was she, um, screeching?”


  “Something like, ‘you can’t do that to her. I won’t let you do that to her.’” A little quaver sneaked into Mrs. Findlay’s voice. “Oh, dear, what do you think it all means?”


  “I don’t know.”


  I didn’t either. But I had to ask myself, if Robin had seen the killer, had the killer seen Robin?


  Why would she deny it? Especially to me?


  Thanks to the vigilance of the local paparazzi, her face and name had blasted its way into every home in the region.


  What had it felt like to preside over the media interpretation of the death of someone who had humiliated you on the pages of the magazine with the widest circulation in the country? Had there been a look of satisfaction on Jo Quinlan’s face?


  “Don’t worry, Mrs. Findlay,” I lied, “just make sure she’s not alone. I think that will be much better for her.”


  “You’re right, dear. Brooke’s on her way home from Toronto now. She’ll be a great help, I’m sure.”


  I murmured soothing remarks, casually omitting agreement that Robin’s little sister would be a great help. I felt confident Brooke would be the self-centred and pampered vapour-brain she’d always been. It seemed inappropriate to mention this to her mother.


  
    * * *
  


  What the hell, I thought, I’m a taxpayer. And with Alvin out of the way, I was able to get to the phone.


  “Oh, yeah,” said McCracken, when I identified myself. “How are you today?”


  I stopped myself from saying, “Oh, you know, the way I always feel the day after I’ve found my best friend non compos mentis in the presence of a warm corpse.” Instead I said “Getting there.”


  “Great,” he said.


  “I’d like a bit of information.”


  “Not much I can say. Aren’t you a defence lawyer?”


  “Not usually. I’m an advocate for victims. My philosophy is toss the perpetrators in the hoosegow, slam the gates and turf the key.”


  “Oh,” he said, “I guess that’s good. I’m afraid I still can’t give you any information. But how’s your sister?”


  “What’s it worth to you?”


  “Fingerprints.”


  “Shoot.”


  “Nothing but the deceased, your little friend and the housekeeping staff.”


  “My sister’s fine.”


  “Do you think she’d mind if I gave her a call sometime?” he asked.


  I cleared my throat in a meaningful way.


  “We’ve interviewed all the staff and the other guests and no one saw anyone except your friend Robin enter the scene of the crime. Ms. Brochu had no apparent enemies.”


  “My fanny, she didn’t. Did you ever read anything she wrote?”


  “I’m telling you what the witnesses tell me.”


  “Maybe you should talk to them again.”


  “Maybe. But the way I hear it, your friend was upset before she ever got near the victim.”


  This was true and I knew it, but I just kept silent on my end of the line. Until it was McCracken’s turn to clear his throat.


  “Hard to say with Alexa,” I told him. “You better just give her a call and find out.”


  “Thanks a lot.”


  “No problem,” I said.


  Alexa wasn’t home when I dialled.


  I nibbled my nails for a long time after talking to McCracken. It sounded to me like Robin could turn out to be an easy solution for the police. I would have to make sure that didn’t happen.


  I knew Robin hadn’t had enough time to kill Mitzi. But I didn’t even need to know that—I knew her.


  Alvin, considerate as always, had laid out a few more issues of Femme Fatale with Mitzi articles for me. He’d added a note, suggesting I might find them amusing.


  Mitzi, it turned out, had an annual feature, “Mitzi Picks the Glitz and Mitzi Picks the Zitz.” These issues, Alvin mentioned in his note, were hard to come by, as someone had already stolen them from the library. Lucky for me (he said) he had friends.


  “Mitzi’s Glitz” turned out to be a mix of svelte men and women with impeccable style sense and verve and hectares of spare cash for clothes. A dozen glitzers in all, but no real surprises. The wife of a department store magnate, a bakery magnate and a magazine magnate. And, of course, the magnates themselves, indistinguishable in white tie. A CBC cultural guru. A model whose furry eyebrows, pointy cheekbones, and pouty lips were on every second cover of Femme Fatale. A real estate developer. A classical guitarist. An actress. A former Prime Minister. Mitzi had burbled on in praise of their superb taste and élan.


  Who gives a shit, I thought. But the real fun stuff was reserved for the “Zitz”. Poor old Zitz. Just minding their own business and then one day, one too many cream puffs and, poof, they’ve made the list.


  Jo Quinlan and Deb Goodhouse were way down on the Zitz list at numbers 11 and 12. Still, they were on it. No wonder there weren’t any copies left on the local stands.


  I’m not a person who cares about appearances, my own or others, but still I was surprised Jo Quinlan would have let herself be photographed wearing those particular spandex shorts and that halter top. Particularly in profile. Although from the gas barbecue in the background, the tongs in her hands and the look on her face, it appeared the scene was her own backyard and the photographer had just stuck his nasty little camera over the fence.


  “Massive Media Menace” was the caption over Jo’s photo. Underneath it read: “Try mud-wrestling, dear, you already have the wardrobe, and leave the screen to those who don’t fill every inch of it.”


  Still, Jo Quinlan got off better than Deb Goodhouse. Or “The Goodhouse Blimp”, as Mitzi dubbed her. The rear view shot of Deb Goodhouse walking up the stairs of the Centre Block of the Parliament Buildings had a cartoon string drawn around her ankle. The angle of the camera had enhanced the rear expanse. “Is our Princess of Polyester full of hot air or worse? Will she rise in the House and float through the ceiling? If looks could kill, she’d be six feet under,” the commentary read.


  The articles featured pictures of Mitzi too. Looking much better than the last time I had seen her. Emaciated, with blood-red lips and a crow’s nest of black hair. All in black with bare shoulders, black gloves past the elbow, black hose and pointed black spike heels. The photo of Mitzi floated without background, a judge, ruling without mercy on fashion crimes.


  Somebody had taken revenge on Mitzi. Just a glance at these articles told me there would be a long list of candidates. Not to mention the hundreds of others who must have suffered at Mitzi’s hands. I hoped the police would do a good job of checking out Robin’s competition. If not, I decided I’d have to do it myself.


  Alexa was home this time when I called to warn her.


  “Oh good, Camilla,” she said. “I was just about to call you. Edwina wants us all to have dinner at her place. Six o’clock…”


  I interrupted. “I had no choice but to suggest you might be willing to get a call from this cop you used to know in high school. Sorry. But you can always take your phone off the hook.”


  “A policeman? Oh, not Conn McCracken, was it?”


  “Yes, look, I’m sorry….”


  “What did he say?”


  “Nothing much, just how were you.”


  “What did you say?”


  “I said you were so so.”


  “Oh, Camilla.”


  “And I told him that Greg died.”


  “That’s all?”


  “What did you want me to say?”


  “I don’t know. Did he ask how I looked?”


  “No, he didn’t.”


  “Oh.”


  “Anyway, he might call you and you can tell him how you look yourself.”


  “Oh, Camilla.”


  “Gotta go, I hear the dreaded Alvin approaching.”


  “Wait a minute. Wait a minute,” Alexa breathed. “Does he still have all his hair?”


  “I didn’t notice.”


  “For God’s sake, Camilla,” she said and hung up.


  The only good thing about being the boss is making up rules and then changing them without reason or warning as you go along. So when Alvin crashed back into the office, dropped his bags, and snarled something about how can you stand all those fucking tulips all over the place, I beamed as I picked up my jacket and opened the door.


  “So long, Alvin. There’s plenty to keep you busy. I see about fifty linear feet of filing on the floor. By tomorrow, I expect to be able to see the pattern of the carpet.”


  His wail followed me down the stairs. “Don’t you want these panty-hose?”


  


  Three


  After twenty years or more, the tall respectable husbands collected by my sisters had begun to settle into middle age and to develop creeping hairlines, baby paunches, and minor peculiarities, some easier to adjust to than others. Take, for example, Donalda’s husband, Joe, each year withdrawing more and more into a world of his own, of golf and fishing and imaginary trophies. Or Edwina’s Stan with his collection of dribble glasses, plastic dog turds and fake vomit. I wish I had some kind of coin for every time I encountered a whoopee cushion in the passenger seat of Stan’s Buick LeSabre.


  “Better take it easy on the baked beans,” he always said.


  I suggested to Edwina that perhaps Stan was developing Alzheimer’s and should be locked away for his own protection, but I noticed she still kept sending him to pick me up for family get-togethers. This dinner was no exception.


  A hand mirror lay on the passenger seat as I opened the door.


  “Would you mind moving that?” Stan said.


  As I picked up the mirror, it screamed with laughter and kept on laughing after I threw it on the floor.


  “Perhaps you should get your hair done more often,” Stan said, between his own screams of laughter.


  “Perhaps you should get a life, Stan,” I suggested, not laughing but giving some thought to screaming myself.


  HAHAHAHAHAHA, howled the mirror from the floor, just before I picked it up and chucked it out the window.


  Stan was still sulking when we reached Nepean and pulled into the driveway, which I think Edwina vacuums twice weekly.


  “Aw, Camilla, the girls would have gotten a big kick out of that at dinner,” he said.


  “Like hell,” I told him.


  If “the girls” had sent Stan to get me into some kind of a mellow mood after a distressing day spent mulling over Mitzi’s death and Robin’s continuing state of withdrawal, “the girls” were going to be let down.


  They were hanging around the entrance, three vultures with dish cloths, when we arrived. I could tell they’d been bustling around the kitchen, discussing my mental state, when they’d heard the car. Now they were trying to look like they’d all accidentally ended up near the front door just as we got there.


  They scanned my face and turned to Stan. He shrugged, before perking up a bit.


  “Wait a minute,” he said, flinging open the door to the basement and thundering down the stairs. “I think I have something else that might do just as well.”


  “Are you all right?” Edwina asked.


  “Well, I’ll never look in another mirror again.”


  “He’s just trying to cheer you up, dear.”


  “Let’s chat in the living room,” said Donalda, steering me, as if I hadn’t been there a thousand times.


  Edwina’s entire house is picture-perfect polished mahogany, pastel brocade, flowers in silver or crystal vases. In the living room, my father glanced up from the newspaper, peering over the top of his little half-moon reading glasses. He matched the decor. Eighty-year old gentleman, distinguished, white-haired and slim, seated in wingback with matching ottoman.


  “Hello, um, Camilla,” he said.


  “Can I get you a little drink?” Alexa asked me. Her colour was high and she had a sparkle I hadn’t seen about her for months.


  Donalda looked at my father after Alexa left the room. “Do you think she has a fever, Daddy?”


  “No idea, dear,” said my father, with a flicker of worry.


  “Maybe she’s in love,” I said.


  “Oh, Camilla.”


  Dinner was wonderful. Edwina knows her way around a kitchen and I have to confess it’s very pleasant to sit on well-padded dining room chairs, surrounded by the warm glow of mahogany, eating good food off Minton china. She presided over the distribution of the roast lamb stuffed with spinach and chèvre with the air of an artist at a show of her work.


  And, in my family, we always find things taste even better when we’re discussing people who are not present.


  “She did?” said Donalda, as we heaped the lemon rice onto our plates “Well, I’m not surprised. Did you see what she had on?”


  “No wonder he practically dived down the front of her blouse,” said Edwina, passing the squash soufflé.


  “Exactly,” said Alexa, and reached for the broccoli, “and I know we’re all human, but I don’t think church is the place for it.”


  My father just concentrated on the food. He doesn’t approve of gossip. I concentrated on my food too, since I didn’t know any of the people whose blouses were under discussion.


  When the neighbours and other parish members had been dealt with, they turned their attention to the murder. I was waiting for it. Mitzi Brochu’s murder had captured the imagination of the magazine-reading public in a big way.


  “A crucifixion,” said Alexa, shivering. “It’s too gruesome.”


  “Well,” I said, “it wasn’t really a…”


  “Somebody absolutely had it in for her,” said Donalda.


  “No kidding,” I said.


  “Not surprising when you think about the sorts of things she wrote about people,” Edwina pronounced. “She literally ruined careers and brought terrible embarrassment to people, right here even in our community. People who were just minding their own business and had nothing to do with her.


  She just selected them and burned them.” I wasn’t sure how the words were getting out with Edwina’s lips pursed like that.


  “I know,” sighed Alexa, twisting her napkin. “Poor Deb Goodhouse.”


  “She is a little bit broad in the beam, but even so…”


  Donalda didn’t get to finish her sentence.


  “Her beam is not the issue. The woman is a well-respected politician and a wonderful contributor to the community. She’s given a lot of herself to environmental projects and to helping the third world and what does she get in Canada’s best-selling women’s magazine? Not a word about her achievements, just her backside. After I read that article, I cancelled my subscription.”


  Well, I bet that showed them, Edwina, I thought.


  “Poor, poor Deb.” Alexa was still milking the poor Deb theme.


  I’d never given a moment’s thought to the Hon. Ms. Goodhouse before I read the article in Femme Fatale. Somehow she seemed to be important to my sisters.


  “She some kind of a friend?” I asked.


  The three of them turned and looked at me.


  “Oh, Camilla,” said Alexa.


  “Of course, she’s a friend,” said Donalda. “Don’t you remember? We all went to St. Jim’s together. She used to be at the house all the time.”


  “So what was I then? Seven years old?”


  “All the same. You must remember Deb.”


  “Right,” I said, referring to woolly memories of a beefy brunette scattered among the long blondes, all of them giggling and smoking cigarettes and listening to Pat Boone in the upstairs bedrooms.


  “You must remember how excited we all were when she won her first federal election.” Edwina gestured around the table to indicate that I was not only unaware, but also alone, in my lack of excitement.


  The other girls nodded, as did my father and Stan. Joe smiled to himself, managing a hole-in-one on his internal golf course.


  “I guess I missed it.”


  “It was around the time of…” Edwina started to say Paul’s death but was silenced by the tensing of muscles around the table, signalling the topic was about to change. Every one in my family is always worried that any talk of Paul will plunge me into some internal chaos, from which I will never recover. I’m not so sure they’re wrong. We don’t get nearly as agitated over Alexa’s much more recent widowhood. The topic veered to the highlights of Deb Goodhouse’s career.


  “So was she upset by these articles in Femme Fatale?” I asked.


  A rustle of relief around the table confirmed the tricky topic of Paul had not caused me to plummet into instant depression. I guess I was as relieved as anyone else.


  “Oh, yes,” said Alexa. “She was very hurt. They were terribly personal and insulting.”


  “And even worse,” Edwina broke in, “she thought they trivialized everything she’d been working on. You know, these women politicians, it’s a pretty tough life for them, and then, to have the only article ever written about you in a national magazine focus on your backside, well….” Edwina became speechless at this point.


  “Quite an effect,” I agreed.


  “Not only that, but her blood pressure went practically through the roof,” said Alexa.


  “Indeed?” I said. “She must have hated Mitzi.”


  “God, yes,” said Alexa, avoiding my father’s flicker at her minor profanity, “Deb felt like killing her.”


  Everyone made a point of letting me know this was just a figure of speech, only an emotion and not a reality, and Deb Goodhouse could never have crucified Mitzi Brochu, in case I had drawn that conclusion from Alexa’s remarks. Even Joe came back to earth during the brouhaha.


  “Don’t worry about it, girls, I wasn’t about to call the police.”


  “Well, of course not,” they said in unison, and changed the subject yet again.


  “So, how’s Robin doing?” Donalda asked.


  “She’s still in bed.”


  “Still in bed!” said Edwina.


  “Dr. Beaver’s been giving her sedatives. He says she’s too emotionally fragile to be up yet or to be on her own.”


  “What does he know about emotional shock, you tell me that?” said Donalda, “If she were my daughter, I’d send her to the vet before I’d let old Bucky Beaver look after her.”


  “Tell me about it,” said Alexa. “I’m surprised he didn’t recommend mustard poultices to draw out the poisons in her system. Or maybe he did. Camilla?”


  “Sorry to disappoint, but I think it’s just good old fashioned tranquilizers.”


  “Well, none of my business, of course, but Robin hasn’t really led such a sheltered life. I mean, she is a working lawyer and she did do a lot of legal aid work before she went into real estate law and, sure, it’s traumatic finding a dead body, but don’t you think she’s over-reacting?” asked Edwina.


  “I’d like to see how any of you would hold up if you stumbled across a crucified, bleeding corpse, still warm.”


  “Pass the lamb, dear,” said Stan.


  “On the other hand,” said Edwina, “you stumbled across the very same bleeding corpse, still warm, too, I believe. And yet, here you are bouncing off to work and indulging in a full and active social life.”


  Fighting off the memory of dead Mitzi while I slumped around the office and getting dragged off to family dinners with shades of the Spanish Inquisition was more like it. Still, Edwina had a point. Robin was overdoing it.


  “Unless,” Edwina continued, “Robin killed this woman. Then she’d have a reason to feel so upset.”


  “Edwina,” said my father.


  And I’d thought he was dozing at the other end of the table.


  “I know, Daddy, but she was there, all covered in blood and she won’t tell anybody why she was in that room and now she’s verging on a catatonic state. Something’s very strange about all that.”


  “Oh, Edwina, you can’t think Robin would kill anybody.


  We’ve known her since she and Camilla were kids. It’s not possible,” said Donalda.


  Donalda was right. It was far, far more likely I would kill somebody. And even that was out of the question most of the time.


  Edwina was not one to give up when she was onto a good angle.


  “Maybe Mitzi Brochu had something on her and was going to do an article on it.”


  “Oh, right, Edwina,” I said, “and what would Mitzi have on Robin? Putting too much milk in the cats’ dishes? All of Canada would rush to the newsstands to buy that issue.”


  “You may be her best friend, but you don’t know everything about her.”


  “Yes, I do know everything about her. And I know she didn’t, and she couldn’t kill anybody.”


  I felt unshakable certainty about this. I’d thought for hours about Robin and what she could have done. I’d examined every memory I had of her since the day in kindergarten, when we’d first shared the red crayon and become friends for life. Robin was always the one who helped the smaller kids with their overshoes and zippers. Robin always helped the old ladies cross the street. Robin would give anyone her last dime. Robin didn’t kill Mitzi.


  But Robin, Robin, Robin, I thought, why are you lying?


  “Maybe,” said Alexa, “she was in love and…”


  This startling suggestion was followed by a strangled gasp from Donalda. We all turned to gawk at a set of teeth complete with full gums, sitting in the middle of the table next to the silver vase with the six baby roses. The teeth grinned in a mad parody of every denture advertisement ever made.


  For a minute there was total, and uncharacteristic, silence at the table. Until Edwina reached forward to wipe that smile off her Irish linen tablecloth.


  “HAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHA,” roared the teeth. “HAHAHAHAHAHAHAHHAAHA…” Startled, Edwina dropped them into her Minton vegetable platter.


  So that was what Stan had been prowling around in the basement for. A suitable replacement for the laughing mirror.


  “HAHAHAHHAAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHA HAHAHAHAHAHA,” howled the teeth from on top of the broccoli.


  With the exception of me and Joe, who didn’t return to earth this time, everyone collapsed with laughter. Donalda’s shoulders shook and her head bobbed. Alexa wheezed out heeheehees until twin streams of tears ran down her cheeks. Edwina had a full-bodied boom, not unlike the teeth in the broccoli. Even my father had to smile. Stan was a happy man.


  “Get that damn thing out of here before I toss it,” I said.


  Stan stretched toward the broccoli where our new friend was starting to wind down to a “hahaha”.


  “She’ll do it!” he squeaked. “She threw the mirror out of the car.”


  “Oh, Camilla” said Edwina. “He’s only trying to cheer you up.”


  “He’ll have to try a lot harder,” I said.


  Donalda reached over and patted my hand. “We all know how worried you are. But Robin will be okay. Her mother told me Brooke’s on her way back from Toronto. That should make a big difference for Robin to have her sister here.”


  Sure, I thought. It will mean there’s that much less attention for her when she needs it the most. Brooke will siphon off every extra bit of tender loving care the Findlays were lavishing on Robin. They won’t even know it’s happening. If I knew Brooke, it would be just little things, but soon her mother would be busy altering clothing and making special little meals for Brooke’s friends, and making her bed and picking up after her. And what was this “on her way back” business? Toronto was a fifty minute flight or a four-and-a- half-hour drive. Why wasn’t Brooke at home already?


  Somehow I couldn’t see Brooke soothing Robin after her nightmare. On the other hand, Robin, like her parents, would do anything for Brooke. Maybe even get out of bed to help out with the added workload Brooke always presented. Brooke might be good for Robin, but for all the wrong reasons.


  As we started to clear the table, I got instructions to relax in the living room with the boys. Does all this special treatment make me the same kind of person as Brooke? I wondered as I lounged on the sofa. A user, a burner-up of the good will of others?


  Alexa brought me a fresh cup of coffee. She leaned over and whispered, “He hasn’t called yet.”


  My thoughts of Conn McCracken were not fond. I’d already had a couple of chats with him and all the information had been flowing one way. I had a feeling I would keep on hearing from him until he found out why Robin had gone to see Mitzi Brochu and why I’d gone with her. Whenever I’d ask him something, he’d indicate in that big, comfy way of his, that he couldn’t answer me.


  “Count your blessings if he didn’t call, Alexa,” I said, thinking that the fewer complications any of us had in our lives, the better.


  “Oh, Camilla.” She bit her lip as she flounced back to the kitchen.


  I couldn’t help noticing she was wearing red lipstick for the first time since her husband had died.


  My father eyed me warily from the armchair at the end of the living room. Finally, he spoke.


  “Tell me,” he said, “how’s Alvin getting along?”


  


  Four


  Back in my apartment, I was so well-stuffed with lamb and rice and broccoli that I was ready to settle down for the rest of the evening. I shifted from novel to novel, from task to task. The phone at the Findlays’ was busy. And there were too many cats, everywhere you looked. I was getting used to them and even recognized the damn things. The black one, the white one with black markings, the ginger Tom, the tabby and the grey Persian. And the plump little three-coloured number, which Robin said was a calico cat. I didn’t know their names and didn’t plan to find out.


  It was just before nine and I decided to try a few chores to bore me to sleep. Reading the week’s papers, locating the week’s laundry, washing up the week’s dishes. Not that I cherish these chores, just that I find it better in the long run if I attend to them. And they are soporific.


  But the visit from my sisters earlier in the week had thrown the schedule off. The laundry was done, and there were only the breakfast dishes in the sink. Most of the papers had disappeared. Figuring I could limp on for another week without indulging in drudgery, I shook the Persian off the remaining papers and retired to the balcony with a lamp, an extension cord and a clear conscience.


  My apartment building is perched on the edge of the parkland which borders the Ottawa River Parkway. The balcony looks down on the Ottawa River from sixteen stories. To the North lie the Gatineau hills, green and rippling even in mid-May. I can see the bike and pedestrian pathways like ribbons along the river. And to the East, the green-roofed Parliament and Supreme Court buildings. A turn of the head shows downtown Ottawa, highrise clusters with more blotches of green, some with green rooftops and others consisting of mundane blocks of concrete and glass, creating wind tunnels. I could make out the mellow pink of the Harmony Hotel, the top stories glowing between two office towers.


  The Harmony Hotel, where Mitzi Brochu had checked into a spacious peach suite, expecting luxury and finding death.


  The Harmony Hotel, where Robin had kept an appointment and discarded her mental health.


  The Harmony Hotel, I thought, is the key to understanding everything.


  I chucked the papers back into the corner of the living room and lifted a cat from my favourite pair of running shoes.


  It was time to start sticking my nose in. And I knew the place to start.


  Forty minutes later, I walked into the lobby of the Harmony Hotel.


  Another girl with big hair was working the Reception Desk. This one’s tag said Naomi and she didn’t trill, she chirped.


  I flashed my driver’s license in front of her, and said, “We found a few gaps in the Mitzi Brochu investigation. Can you confirm a few facts, ma’am?”


  It wasn’t my fault if she mistook me for the police. Her eyes widened.


  “What kind of facts? I wasn’t on duty that day. But I’m sure one of the others…or even Mr. Sandes could…”


  “Don’t worry about it. You’ll be fine. I just need you to check the files to see if anyone was sharing Suite 815 with the victim on this trip. Or on any of her previous trips.”


  “One minute, please,” she breathed and vanished through a door behind the counter.


  I was drumming my fingers on the marble surface, when a voice behind me said, “Good evening, Ms. MacPhee, will you join me in my office?”


  The day had not been good to Richard Sandes, perhaps because he was still at work at night. His hair was a little greyer than I remembered it and there seemed to be extra space in his suit. I remembered him being very sick in the powder room after we’d found Mitzi’s body. Very sick and for a very long time.


  “Smoke?” he said, passing me the package.


  “No, thanks.”


  But his smile was still in working order. His eyes were rich and dark, like Belgian chocolates.


  “Naomi seems to be under the impression you are a police detective, Ms. MacPhee. I wonder why?”


  I shrugged my shoulders. “What can I say? Young people, they’re very impressionable.”


  The crow’s feet around his eyes crinkled up, but his mouth was busy with the cigarette. I couldn’t tell whether or not he actually smiled.


  “What can I do for you?” he asked.


  “I’d like to know a few things about Mitzi Brochu. How often she came here. And if there was anyone who usually stayed with her.”


  “Why?”


  “I’m trying to find out why my friend went to see her and asked me to come along.”


  “Didn’t she tell you?”


  “Well, I didn’t actually talk to her before the murder, it was all accomplished with messages. And after, she hasn’t been well enough to badger about it.”


  “I’m sorry?”


  “She’s tranked to the ears because she was so traumatized by finding the body. Well, you remember the state she was in when we got there?”


  “How could I forget? I was pretty traumatized myself. You mean the poor girl’s still out of it?”


  “Right. Can’t or won’t eat. Can’t get out of bed. Starts to shake if there’s the slightest reference to Mitzi Brochu. Dead or alive.”


  “That’s too bad.”


  “So, you can see why I would like to get a handle on why Mitzi wanted to see her.”


  “Weren’t the police any help?”


  He raised an eyebrow when I snorted.


  “Okay,” he said, “I think I understand how traumatic it must have been to find the body. The whole tragedy is still haunting me.”


  “You’re going to help me?”


  He shrugged his shoulders and smiled. “I remember the state your friend was in.”


  “Thank you.” I slumped back in the chair.


  “Do you want a cup of coffee or something?”


  “Something,” I said, not knowing what. My stomach was clenched.


  “All right, shall we chat in the bar? It’s pretty quiet on Sunday night.”


  “Good.”


  “I’ll just check a few details and be back in a couple of minutes.”


  While I was waiting, I looked around. The office reflected the aqua theme of the Harmony foyer and hallways. Very restful with the oak furniture and the silk flowers. But all business, except for two photos on the bookcase. A plump blonde girl, about ten years old, grinned from one. An older version of the same girl, svelte and elegant, even in sports clothes, stood with Sandes and a woman in front of a boat.


  Richard Sandes looked different in the photo. Heavier, happier, casual in beige boating gear.


  I was still standing by the photo when he came back.


  “Your family?”


  He nodded.


  “Your daughter?”


  “Yes.”


  “She’s beautiful.”


  He smiled and I realized I was disappointed. I’d been hoping for his sister and his niece or something. It had been a long time since I’d felt the pull towards a man, a long time since Paul.


  The bar was peach rather than aqua. We settled into peach-patterned tub chairs. The waiter materialized immediately. There are advantages to sitting with the manager. It occurred to me the tension in the tummy was nothing more than nerves, but even so I chose a double order of suicide wings and a light beer to wash them down.


  Richard Sandes had a Perrier and a cigarette.


  “So,” I said when the order had been taken, “what can you tell me?”


  I guess someday I’ll have to work on smoothing out my conversational skills. But he didn’t seem to mind.


  “Miss Brochu stayed here whenever she stayed in town. She liked the Harmony and the brass always insisted on making a big deal out of her. There was talk about using her in an ad campaign for the Harmony Hotel chain. She got preferential treatment, so I guess that’s why she chose us over the Hilton or the Westin or the Chateau.”


  “Hmm,” I said, “she didn’t strike me as too harmonious.”


  “True,” said Richard Sandes, “but she was very well known and popular, well, maybe not popular, but she got good media coverage and people liked to read about her and liked her broadcasts, so it must have seemed like a good idea to the decision-makers.”


  “Did she get free rooms?”


  “No, but she got the suite for the price of a standard room, provided we weren’t booked solid for a convention or something.”


  “How long has that been going on?”


  He stopped for a second and looked at me.


  Maybe I was getting goopy from those suicide wings. I dabbed at my mouth and fingers with a napkin. I’d lost the habit of worrying about how I looked to a man.


  “I don’t know,” he said, “I’ve only been here for six months. I’d have to check the files.”


  “Oh,” I said, distracted from my Mitzi probe, “where were you before?”


  “Toronto.”


  “Quite a change to Ottawa. How does your family like it here?”


  Richard sipped his Perrier for a second before answering.


  “I’m here on my own.”


  I didn’t know quite what to say. There are many reasons for being in a new city on your own. Most of them you shouldn’t pry into.


  “Do you like it here?”


  He shrugged. “I don’t get out much. I’ve been putting in pretty long hours. But I like that and I like the Harmony.”


  “It’s a beautiful hotel. I can see why you like it.”


  “Yes. I hope I can stay on.”


  “Would they move you without…”


  He smiled at me. A crooked smile with a lot of sadness in it.


  “I’m the manager at a showcase hotel where a star client was murdered. In a very showy way. The Official Philosophy of Harmony Hotels is to provide a place where clients don’t have to worry. There’s a lot of heat right now. Somebody’s got to carry the can, and I’m the ideal candidate.”


  “That’s not fair.”


  “Life isn’t always fair, Ms. MacPhee.”


  “Right. Tell me about it.”


  He waved the waiter over to refill our drinks. I was surprised to see mine was empty. There’s something about suicide wings.


  “So,” he said, “what did you want to know about Mitzi Brochu?”


  “Everything. How often she came here. Who stayed with her. Who came to see her. What she was like.”


  “Oh, is that all?”


  I noticed he was laughing.


  “Well, whatever you can tell me,” I said, laughing too.


  “Let’s see, she came down about once every two months. I have no idea who came to see her. Hotels are not in the business of keeping tabs on clients.”


  “What was she doing here?”


  “In the hotel?” His eyes twinkled.


  “In Ottawa.”


  “The scuttlebutt is she was writing a book on federal politicians. On their personal style or something.”


  “A book on Members of Parliament?”


  “I heard on M.P.’s, Senators, the Prime Minister, the back room boys, everyone and everything.”


  “Have you ever read her stuff?” I asked.


  “Yes.”


  “Then you know what she was like. A lot of people would want to avoid being in her book.”


  “Perhaps not enough to kill her.”


  “Humph,” I said, getting back to the suicide wings.


  “Even though you might like it to be a conspiracy of parliamentarians.”


  I thought he had a point, so I tried another approach.


  “Did you know her well?”


  “Not really. She only stayed here three times since I’ve been here.”


  “Did you like her?”


  “Not in the least.”


  I raised my eyebrows and sipped my beer.


  “She wasn’t very likeable.”


  I had to agree.


  “And she upset a lot of people before she died,” he added.


  I knew what he meant. She’d been able to upset me a lot even after she died. Case in point, here I was on a Sunday night in a bar with a man I’d just met. Something I’d never done before in my life.


  “I know. Robin was one of them.”


  “And you say she’s still in shock.”


  “That’s right. And the police want to talk to her as soon as she’s well enough.”


  “Too bad,” he said. With sympathy.


  “Right.”


  Our conversation slid into personal matters, likes and dislikes, what chance the Jays might have this season, what it was like to live alone in Ottawa.


  Much later I looked at my watch and shook it. The time couldn’t be right. I had to get home to bed like a good little girl or I wouldn’t be able to catch up on the Benning case tomorrow.


  “Gotta go,” I said, whipping out some cash and looking around for the waiter.


  “It’s on the house,” Richard said.


  “Thanks.” I was on my feet, still marvelling at the fact I’d had two beer on a work night.


  “Something I said?” he asked, rising.


  “No, just pressures of work. Time for me to hit the hay. Do you mind if I call you if I have other questions?”


  “No problem.”


  As we walked back to the foyer, where the big-haired receptionist was chirping at new arrivals, I decided to grab a cab. It was very late by my standards, and the walk by the river was just a little too isolated at night. I’d had enough big, strapping clients who were victims of vicious predators to be under any illusions.


  “Thanks, again.” The front doors opened, and I walked towards the cab stand.


  Richard took me by surprise as he caught up to me. He took the Blueline driver by surprise too.


  “Can I give you a lift?”


  The last surprise was when I realized how much I wanted that lift.


  I found myself smiling as I waited for the parking valet to arrive with Richard’s car, and I was still smiling as we pulled on to Wellington Street and turned left.


  “Usually I walk,” I told him.


  “It must be nice. Especially with all the tulips.”


  “What tulips?”


  “The million or so tulips that are about to bloom,” he said, flashing a look at me.


  “I guess I haven’t really noticed them. You sort of take them for granted when you’ve lived here most of your life.”


  As we slipped along the Parkway, the river glittered in the May night. In five short minutes, we drew up in front of my building, and I felt a jab of regret.


  “Good night,” I said, regretting the regret.


  “We seem to have gotten off topic. Aren’t you going to ask me about her boyfriend?”


  “Whose boyfriend?” The words slipped out before I could stop them. Mitzi’s boyfriend, of course. “What about the boyfriend?”


  “I think he lives here in Ottawa, but he was always in her room. Every time she was in town.”


  “But not this time.”


  “Oh yeah, this time, too.”


  “Well, where was he when…”


  “According to the hotel staff, they had a knock-down drag-out dust-up, the night before. Bad enough for the other guests on the floor to phone and complain about the noise.”


  “Do the police know?”


  “They do.”


  “This is good news. They might leave Robin alone.”


  The little question still nagged me inside. If the boyfriend was the bad guy, why would Robin be lying?


  “What’s his name? Mitzi’s boyfriend.”


  “Wendtz. Rudy Wendtz.”


  We said good-bye for the second time and I smiled at the memory of Richard Sandes, all the way from the car to the elevator and from the elevator to the sixteenth floor and all along the hallway to my apartment. I kept smiling up to the point where I spotted my neighbour, Mrs. Parnell, moving her walker back to her apartment after her outing to the garbage chute. It’s hard to keep smiling once you’ve spotted Mrs. Parnell.


  I nodded to her and made a futile attempt to pass without engaging in conversation about anything I might have done to provoke her. She might be in her seventies, but she is a woman who embodies the word “formidable”. I’ve heard other neighbours speculate about her links to power in former governments, even insinuations about intelligence work in World War Two. Whatever the scuttlebutt about her past, at this point in her life Mrs. Parnell was content to occupy her time being a pain in the butt.


  “Excuse me, Ms. MacPhee,” she said, staring down at me over her remarkably long nose, reminding me of every nun who ever caught me making a paper airplane in Religion class. Her ability to terrorize was not diminished a whit by the fact that she leaned on the walker. Somehow she managed to hang on to a cigarette in a long holder everywhere she went.


  Mrs. Parnell is the sixteenth floor’s keeper of the public morality. She has two passions, music, opera in particular, and making sure no one, but no one, gets away with anything, but anything.


  “Oh, hello, Mrs. Parnell,” I said, once I was sure there was no escape. “Lovely evening.”


  She was five-eleven if she was an inch and I could feel myself shrinking as she continued to stare down at me. Why I, a thirtysomething lawyer, nasty as the next guy, should be intimidated by a tall, awkward old lady in a mud-coloured sweater with holes in the elbows was beyond me.


  “Ms. MacPhee, is it possible cat noises have been heard coming from your apartment?”


  “Cat noises,” I said, shocked. “Certainly not, Mrs. Parnell. What would ever give you that idea?”


  “I have ears, Ms. MacPhee.”


  Yes, and the less said about them the better, I thought. What the hell, the best defense is a good offense, somebody once said. It seemed to me to fit the occasion. I gave it a try.


  “I also have ears, Mrs. Parnell, and may I suggest you have confused the howling of vowels from one of your gruesome operas with feline sounds in the vicinity. And who can blame you?”


  “Well!” she said, moving herself and her walker back into her apartment with remarkable speed and slamming the door.


  I whipped open my own door, slid through and closed it. A great chorus of meows greeted my arrival.


  


  Five


  Yes, this is Alvin Ferguson. Yes, I will accept the charges.” Alvin held his hand over the receiver and shot me a meaningful look. “It’s my mother, it’s quite personal. Would you mind waiting outside for a couple of minutes?”


  It was Monday morning at ten, and I was still standing in the doorway of Justice for Victims, clutching my muffin and coffee. I opened my mouth just as Alvin reached over and closed the door.


  I sat on the stair sipping my coffee, nibbling my muffin and listing all of the things I would like to do to Alvin. I’d finished the coffee, the muffin and the list, and was getting up to go back in to insert the telephone somewhere painful, when I heard the “excuse me.” It was What’s-his-name.


  “Oh, hello, um…” I said.


  “Ted. Ted Beamish. You remember, I ran into you the other day outside the Parole Board Office.”


  “Right.”


  “We talked about having a coffee together sometime when we ran into each other.”


  Well, he had talked about it.


  “I saw on the news that you and Robin Findlay were there right at the scene of the Mitzi Brochu murder. That must have been right after we bumped into each other. I’m sure you must have been very disturbed by it.”


  “You bet.”


  “So I didn’t like to call you right after the…um, incident, but I thought I might try today. It’s a new week and…” A band of sweat formed on his upper lip.


  I might as well have coffee with the guy, I thought, since there was no point at all in strangling Alvin with a witness present.


  “Sure, why not?”


  “How about the Mayflower?”


  As we settled into our booth, I wondered what we would find to talk about. It doesn’t bother me to sit there and not say anything, but it seems to make other people a bit edgy.


  I ordered coffee and sat there.


  Ted Beamish ordered carrot cake with his coffee and started talking.


  “I had a lot of leave accumulated so I thought I’d take today off and get a few errands done,” he said.


  “I’m an errand?”


  The flush raced up his face.


  “Of course not. It’s just I had some free time and I was on Elgin Street and I thought I’d drop in and see if you weren’t too busy to have coffee. To tell you the truth, you didn’t look too busy.”


  “You mean because I was sitting on the stairs? They’re my favourite place to sit and contemplate when I have a tough problem.”


  This seemed more reasonable than the truth, that I had been turfed out by the office help who needed to discuss an urgent and private problem with its mother.


  “Do you have a tough problem now?”


  I thought of Robin and Benning and Alvin.


  “Yes,” I said, “several.”


  “That’s interesting. The stairs, I mean.”


  “Works for me,” I said, although I never intended to sit on them again.


  “Tell me about Justice for Victims,” he said. “I heard you set it up yourself.”


  “Right.”


  He wasn’t one to give up, and he was nudging about my favourite subject. It was possible I was going to be lured into conversation after all.


  “What do you do?”


  “Well,” I said, feeling my motor turn on, “victims are the forgotten players in our legal processes. I’m running an advocacy agency for them. Justice for Victims represents the interests of victims in dealing with various parts of the government and the judicial system. We lobby for or against proposed legislation which we think will affect victims. For instance, changes to the Young Offenders Act. We offer support for the victim in dealing with the system. Often a victim is victimized all over again by the time a trial or a procedure is over. Or they’re terrified when a criminal is about to get paroled back into their community. They don’t know what to do, they don’t know what their rights are.”


  “Sounds great to me.” He gestured to the waitress for a refill. “How do you get funded?”


  He’d hit the sore spot.


  “We’re a membership organization. Anyone with an interest in justice and victims can join for a small fee. I’ll get you an application form,” I grinned. “You’ll get a newsletter out of it, and sense of doing something good. And I get a constituency to mount letter writing campaigns to the feds when necessary. I ask for donations, too.”


  “And you can make a living this way?”


  “More or less. We get grants from various levels of government and personal and corporate donations. I supplement with a bit of legal work on the side, and I get asked to participate in task forces looking at the victim perspective.”


  I didn’t tell him my expenses were minimal to run Justice for Victims. The office was sub-let from the association next door. Alvin came subsidized, although not quite subsidized enough. I also didn’t mention I had to top up my own living expenses, not that they were high, out of Paul’s estate. Still it was worth it as far as I was concerned.


  “I can see why you would be so committed to victims’ rights, after what happened to Paul. And that guy getting away with it.”


  I didn’t let myself think about this too often. The wounds were still there. Paul, brilliant and funny, would have been thirty-four in three weeks if a drunken lout hadn’t polished off a two-four of beer, then lurched onto the road with his RX-7 and mangled Paul’s little Toyota. It had taken three hours to cut his body from the wreckage. Longer than his killer served.


  “One year suspended sentence. Gotta give the guy a chance. After all, he never killed anyone before.” My hands were choking my coffee mug as I talked. Choking the drunk driver, choking the judge.


  “Tough on you.”


  I wanted to change the subject. I wasn’t in the habit of discussing just how tough it was.


  “Right,” I said, “so what else are you going to do on your day off?”


  “I’m treating this like a Saturday, so I’m doing Saturday stuff,” he said. “Drop over to the market and get a few things, go to the library and stock up, see how the tulips are coming up…”


  Those damn tulips again.


  “…maybe go to a movie tonight.”


  He’d been looking into his empty coffee cup, but now he flicked a glance at me.


  “I don’t suppose you’d feel like a movie tonight.”


  “I’m not ready to see other people yet. Sorry.”


  This time the flush surged up past his hairline and down through his shirt collar. I could have sworn his hands got pink.


  “Oh, of course not,” he said, “I realize that. Just talking about a couple of people watching a movie.”


  “Don’t mind me, I’m being a jerk,” I said. “I’ve got a lot on my mind and it’s making me surly.”


  I noticed he didn’t leap to deny this.


  “This thing with Mitzi Brochu has thrown me. You remember Robin, I guess.”


  “Of course,” he said. “I remember seeing the two of you together a lot at law school.


  “Well, she’s just devastated by the whole thing and doesn’t seem to be getting over it, so that’s a strain. The police have been complete creeps about it.”


  “Hmm.”


  “So the point is, once life gets back to normal and I’m not such a jerk, sure, let’s get together and go to a movie. Maybe Robin could come too.”


  That might be just what she needed, I thought to myself. And this little guy might be the perfect match for her. Pleasant enough. Appreciates tulips. Probably likes cats too. Maybe a movie with a single man would be enough to get Robin to climb out of bed and comb her hair.


  “I’ll get your number,” I said, “and let you know when would be a good time.”


  He wasn’t the type to insist on paying the bill. He got a point from me for that.


  “I’ll be off to the library,” he said as we stepped out of the Mayflower and into the very bright sun.


  “I’ve got some stuff to check out. Let’s walk over to together,” I said. Death Row reprieve for Alvin.


  “Sure.”


  He was the kind of person you could be comfortable with, without talking. I liked that.


  As we reached the corner of Elgin and Laurier West, across the street in Confederation park, 15,000 tulips exploded into view. He stopped to look. Robin would have too. This could be a perfect match.


  We jostled by the camera-toting tourists enjoying the Festival of Spring. By my calculations, there was a tourist for every tulip.


  “So,” I said, while we raced the light across Elgin, “did I ever tell how I feel about the parole system?”


  “Let’s not ruin a perfect morning.”


  We said good-bye inside the library. I galloped up the stairs to reference and he headed for fiction. He was planning to do the W’s. Wodehouse. Westlake. Wright. Wolfe.


  I was planning to do the W’s too. Wendtz.


  There was only one Rudy Wendtz in the city directory. He had an address on the Queen Elizabeth Driveway and his employment was listed as prmtr. After a while, I figured out this must mean promoter. But what did promoter mean?


  I let my fingers do the walking and sure enough, in the yellow pages under Promotional Services, I found “Events by Wendtz”.


  What kind of events, I wondered, give you the kind of income you need to live at that address on the Queen Elizabeth Driveway?


  
    * * *
  


  Back in the office, there was no sign of Alvin. With luck, he’d caught the first flight back to Sydney to resolve the family crisis.


  Wherever he was, I had free access to the phone. I checked in with the Findlays. Robin was in bed.


  “Perhaps when Brooke gets here…” Mrs. Findlay let her sad, flat voice trail off. “It’ll be good to see her.”


  “Well, yes,” I said, “especially after her long walk.”


  Mrs. Findlay always pretends she doesn’t hear my Brooke comments.


  “And you too, will you be here tonight?”


  “Count on it,” I said.


  “Oh, that’s good. Robin has been finding the visits from the police very upsetting. Wait a minute, here she is. She says she wants to talk to you. Are you sure you should be out of bed, dear? Dr. Beaver says…”


  “What police? What visits?” I shouted into the receiver. But no response.


  “Camilla?” Robin sounded like an exhausted mouse. “I think they’re going to arrest me.”


  
    * * *
  


  She looked like hell when I shot through her front door twenty minutes later. In sharp contrast to the perky, bright, blue flowers marching across every free inch of the Findlays’ kitchen, Robin had definite grey undertones. She was wearing an old United Way campaign tee-shirt with tea stains down the front, grey jogging pants with a hole in the knee and pink pig slippers. Deep half-circles were gouged under her eyes. Her blonde curls hung in greasy strands. She clutched a china cup of camomile tea, and her knuckles were white.


  Why? I asked myself. I’d seen the same body, minutes afterward. Why was she so psyched out? Not that it wasn’t distressing. Not that you wouldn’t have nightmares. I still jerked awake in the night with Mitzi’s dead eyes winking at me. But I wasn’t reduced to a psychiatric case. Logic told me that stable, sensible, unimaginative, dependable old Robin should have been in the same state I was. After all, it wasn’t someone she loved or even someone she knew as far as I could tell. I knew it could be explained, and I knew Robin was keeping something from the people who loved her. I wanted to grab Robin and shake the truth out of her.


  So instead I said, “You look like roadkill.”


  It was intended to make her laugh. But all it got was a little nod of agreement.


  “I know,” she said.


  “More coffee, Camilla?”


  “No thanks, Mr. Findlay,” I said, watching him wipe his hairy hands on his blue and white checked apron. I tried to remember if I’d ever seen Mr. Findlay without an apron.


  “A little lemon coffee cake?”


  He slid the lemon coffee cake towards us on small blue-rimmed plates. Forks and blue napkins arrived on the table seconds later.


  Mr. Findlay’s coffee cake is not the sort of thing I’m ever going to turn down. I was through mine in a flash. Mr. Findlay had replaced the first piece while both of us watched Robin fiddle with her little plate, never even touching the fork. Her nails were bitten to the quick.


  I took a deep breath.


  “Tell me what the police asked you.”


  Mr. Findlay scuttled from the room.


  She looked at me with unfocused eyes.


  “A lot of things.”


  “Like what?”


  “What was I doing there, did I know her, was I angry with her, did I kill her.”


  I nodded. I understood why the police would ask that sort of thing. Of course, they didn’t know Robin like I did. You couldn’t blame them for seeing guilt in Robin’s refusal to say why she went to see Mitzi Brochu that afternoon.


  “It was awful,” said Robin. Whether she meant finding Mitzi or being grilled by the police was unclear.


  “Who questioned you?”


  “I don’t remember his name. But he came here to my parents’ house and he badgered and badgered. He thinks I killed her. I know it.” She bit her lip.


  “Was it the retriever or the rodent?”


  A tiny flicker of Robin’s old smile twitched.


  “It was the ratty-looking one. He kept trying to trick me.”


  Mombourquette. I shivered. I hated the thought of his rodential mind. And even more the idea of him invading the Findlays’ blue-flowered territory, trying to trap Robin for a murder she could never have committed.


  “They’ll be under pressure from the media to get an arrest. I was there with the body. Covered with blood.”


  She caught me by surprise. The old Robin spoke for just a minute before disappearing back into the sedative-induced mental mire.


  “You’d better get a good defense lawyer. You don’t even need to talk to them without a lawyer present. You know that.”


  She half-smiled.


  “You’re a good lawyer.”


  “I mean a defense lawyer. One of the big ones.”


  “I want you.”


  Robin had always been stubborn, even from the first day when we met in kindergarten and she wanted the red crayon. Some people might have interpreted her collapse as wimpiness, but I knew it was just another way of being obstinate.


  “I don’t get people off,” I said, “I try to keep them in jail. This is not the right attitude for your case.”


  “I don’t care.”


  “Well, if you don’t care about yourself and your chances, do you care about your parents? And your sister? They’ll want you to have the best.”


  I had felt the parental presence of the Findlays throughout the conversation. I hoped they would rush in to offer reinforcement, but it was just Robin and me, locked in a struggle of wills.


  “You or nobody,” she said, with that little smile.


  “Shit.” But I knew I was hooked. She had gotten the red crayon, too, way back in kindergarten. I’d backed right off because I was so happy to have a new friend with blonde curly hair and eyes like cornflowers. Only then did she share it with me.


  I knew why she wanted me. In practical terms, I was just as good as the next guy. My five years in criminal law before starting up Justice for Victims gave me the tools I’d need to mount a competent and spirited defense. But more than that, I was the only lawyer around who loved Robin and would do damned near anything to make sure she was all right.


  Having won her point, Robin closed her cornflower eyes. Her smile faded. So did her colour. I didn’t think she could get any paler, but I was wrong.


  “I have to go back to bed now.”


  As I helped her up the stairs to her bedroom, I tried again. “You’ll have to tell me why you were there, if you expect me to help.”


  “Not now,” she said, as she slipped between the pink sheets with the white ruffles, looking like a sallow stranger in this familiar room. “Not yet.”


  Mr. Findlay was waiting for me, with what looked like tears in his eyes, when I got down stairs.


  “She’s asleep already,” I told him.


  “Thank you for taking her case. We hoped you would.”


  I didn’t have the heart to tell him it wasn’t the best thing at all. That you get what you pay for. In this case, the fee would be nothing, and the defense lawyer would be blinded by affection, and someone who usually played for the other side.


  Mrs. Findlay was staring at the television as someone’s previously unknown illegitimate child inserted herself as a new character on Another World. She didn’t hear me say goodbye. “It will all work out,” Mr. Findlay called out to me, as I climbed into my car.


  
    * * *
  


  “That’s right. Wendtz,” I said to Conn McCracken when I reached him by phone that afternoon. “Rudy Wendtz.”


  “What about him?”


  “Do you realize he was Mitzi Brochu’s boyfriend?”


  “Your sister has an unlisted telephone number. Do you realize that?”


  “Yes, I do.”


  “She’s a bit hard to locate.”


  “I suppose she is.”


  “I was trying to get in touch with her soon.”


  “So, this Rudy Wendtz, you talked to him?” I asked.


  “I can’t seem to remember. I got a lot on my mind.”


  “I think I have that number somewhere.”


  “Oh yeah, right,” he said. “Wendtz. It’s all coming back to me now.”


  “My sources tell me he and La Belle Mitzi had a major battle the night before she died.”


  McCracken coughed.


  “Right,” I said, spitting out Alexa’s number.


  “The guy’s a vampire,” said McCracken, “just like the victim. Even looked a bit like her.”


  “What about the fight?”


  “What about it?”


  “Check the statistics, Detective. Eighty percent of women who are murdered are murdered by their significant others.”


  “Coincidentally, a substantial portion of killers turn out to be the person who reported the murder.”


  “That would be me, in this case. Bring on the cuffs.”


  “Course, we don’t know, maybe you ducked in, did the deed, ducked out again, disappeared and dashed back in time to discover the deceased with Robin.” A long, wheezy chuckle followed this.


  “You have the mind of a poet, too bad you’re developing asthma. Should see a doctor.”


  He kept on chuckling.


  “Back to the subject of Wendtz,” I said. “I hope Mombourquette put him through the wringer and then hung him out to dry.”


  “I interviewed him myself. I hate to be the one to break it to you, but Wendtz had a business meeting with three associates between the time Mitzi was last seen alive and the time you called in.”


  “Oh, sure,” I said. “Like some so-called promoter’s associates would never tell a fib to the big scary policeman. And what do you mean sicking Mombourquette on defenceless women while you get the vampires?”


  “Sorry you don’t like it, but your little friend is still our prime suspect.”


  “Fair enough, but you’re the one who’s going to look like a putz in the local media when the killer turns out to be someone else.”


  “Would you mind repeating that number?” he said, just as I hung up.


  I was alone in the office and that was good, since I could swear in private.


  I nibbled at my nails and tried to work on what they call a three-pronged strategy. One, try to keep Robin from getting arrested. Two, work out a foolproof defense in case she did get arrested and, even worse, had to stand trial. Three, try to find out what her real involvement with Mitzi Brochu had been.


  My mood was not enhanced by the five person-to-person collect phone calls for Alvin.


  I picked up the sixth and snarled, “I told you he’s not here.”


  “Camilla?” Alexa’s voice came through after a pause.


  “Sorry.”


  “I just wanted to tell you I’m going to the lake for a few days to open up the cottage. I wanted to check you’d be all right.”


  “Why wouldn’t I be all right?”


  “Well, you know, finding that body…”


  “That was last week.”


  “Even so, it must have had an effect on you.”


  “Have a good time.”


  “I don’t suppose…”


  “You don’t suppose what?”


  “Never mind, I’ll call you when I get back. If you need anything, Edwina and Donalda are there. And Daddy.”


  “Good-bye.”


  Great, I smiled to myself, Edwina and Donalda and Daddy. I could put them to work. Shadowing Rudy Wendtz maybe.


  This was such an amusing thought, I was still smiling when Alvin’s shadow darkened the door.


  Anyone else but Alvin and I would have felt sorry for him, his face was so grey, his eyes so clouded, his pony tail so wilted.


  “Oh, it’s you,” he said. “Some people called for you this morning,”


  “Who?” I said. “I didn’t see any messages.”


  “They said they’d call back.”


  Any single-cell scrap of sympathy I might have felt evaporated.


  Alvin reached over and picked up his backpack from the floor. “Gotta go,” he said. “Family emergency.”


  “What a shame. Well, take your time. We all have to have our priorities. And if you can’t get back from Cape Breton, I’ll understand.”


  My facial muscles ached from suppressed joy.


  “What are you talking about? It should all be settled by tonight. By the way, I did a little research on your friend Mitzi Brochu. That pile there’s got every article she ever wrote and that pile next to it is newspaper articles about her and reviews of her TV specials. Everything’s in date order with the most recent items on top. See you tomorrow.”


  When Alvin’s good, he’s very, very good. He’s particularly good in absentia. I spent the rest of the afternoon combing through the articles by and about Mitzi Brochu. It proved to be a potent dose of a poisonous pen. Mitzi had been a lot of things. Nice was not one of them.


  Alvin had been very thorough. There was even a picture of Wendtz. Rock promoter Rudy Wendtz, according to the caption. He was shown sampling sushi with Mitzi, she glittering and malevolent in black velvet and metal, he with a two-day growth of beard and slicked back dark-blond hair ending at his shoulders. He looked like a man who worked out. And weren’t those tattoos an adorable touch?


  Articles on Mitzi were plentiful and while one or two bleated about the effect her call to “diet or die” had on the already precarious eating habits of teenage girls, most gushed about Mitzi’s wicked wit and unflagging sense of style.


  When I had finished wading through the world of the late La Brochu, I slapped the magazines on the table and considered taking a Gravol.


  She had her favourite targets: actors, politicians, TV personalities and a Toronto model she compared to a grouper.


  Deb Goodhouse had been the butt of insults for years. I thought Mitzi’s jabs had been a one-time random effort to skewer women M.P.’s in general. But Mitzi articles dating way back had rearview shots of Deb and curare-tipped remarks about her sense of style. Running a close second was Jo Quinlan, who averaged two major slams a year by Mitzi. I wasn’t sure who suffered the most slings and arrows: Deb or Jo.


  I flipped through the magazines and checked the little credits area in the front. The photographer was the same for all the Deb and Jo pictures and many of the others. He smiled out from a photograph that made him look very, very good. I fished the scissors from the desk and snipped out the picture of the photographer.


  Sammy Dash was his name, a man who obviously loved his work.


  


  Six


  Alvin was settled in at the desk, humming, so I found myself huddled in the back of the office, surrounded by work I should have been doing. It was just after nine in the morning, but already I did not feel like working. All I could think about was rat-faced Mombourquette waiting for his chance to scurry through the Findlays’ front door and drag Robin off to the station, still in her pink pig slippers.


  No, the best thing, I told myself, was not to sit in the office listening to Alvin sing his favourite Fred Eaglesmith song for the eighty-second time. The best thing would be to get out and stir up a little dust to distract Ottawa’s finest from my very, very vulnerable client. I had a few strong options based on reading about Mitzi’s favourite victims. A phone call was all it took, and I was on my way.


  “You’re spooking the horses,” Alvin sang, “and you’re scaring me.”


  “Good,” I said, just before I slammed the door.


  
    * * *
  


  Deb Goodhouse was one of those rare women who look good in red. Very good. Her hair was still dark brown, almost black, cut in a dutch-boy style. Her dark eyes and ivory skin showed to advantage with her red blazer and matching slash of lipstick. She looked like Snow White, grown middle-aged and professional. She smiled and shook my hand till my bones ached. But I could tell she was not at all glad to see me.


  “Well,” she said, “imagine. Alex and Donnie’s little sister. What can I do for you?”


  I wondered if she could have been one of the handful of Ottawans who had missed the sight of Robin and me being hustled away from Mitzi’s murder site by the cops. Somehow I doubted it.


  Still, she’d been willing to see me, which was the only way I could have gotten past the long-faced security guards and into the labyrinth of offices in the West Block of the Parliament Buildings.


  Deb Goodhouse’s assistant, tall, beautiful and black, had ushered me in through the antechamber to the M.P.’s office.


  “Thanks for seeing me. This is great,” I said, gawking like the rest of the tourists on the Hill. I had got past the area designated for the public.


  The soft leather padding on the door made me wonder, but Deb Goodhouse’s office was less opulent than I expected, even taking the leather sofa, the brass floor lamp, and the very good rug under the mahogany coffee table into consideration. A television set stood within easy view from the desk or the sofa. Citations from dozens of civic organizations hung around with portraits of former Prime Ministers. A small Canadian flag sat on the desk.


  “I always wondered what it was like inside a Member of Parliament’s office.”


  Deb sat behind her massive desk, her fingers pressed together in a tent. She wore red nail polish and a chunky square-cut silver bracelet with matching earrings. Her body language said “shut up and get out of here”, but her red lips stayed curved in a tight little smile.


  Mitzi had done a real number on her. I thought back to phrases such as “Polyester Goes to Parliament”, “Pound for Pound the Voter’s Choice” and “The Hulk on the Hill”. It seemed absurd to think of Deb Goodhouse in those terms. She was a large woman, but polished and attractive, looking younger than her fortysomething years. Her overall image was one of competence and calm. Of course, she was a little tense, but that was because I was there.


  “Mitzi Brochu.” I met her eyes as I said it.


  “What about her?”


  “I’m sure you know she’s been killed, and in a most gruesome manner. A client of mine is being investigated for the murder and, as part of the background work for the defense, I’m looking into what kind of woman the victim was.”


  A little snort escaped from Deb Goodhouse’s red lips.


  I stopped.


  “Go on,” she said.


  “Well, there were some Ottawa people she liked to skewer in her columns and on her broadcasts. You were one of them. That makes me think you couldn’t be a fan. I wanted to get a sense of how the non-fan would describe her.”


  I sat back in my chair. Alex and Donnie’s little sister from hell.


  “Well,” she said, “how would you like to pick up your mail some day and see your flowered butt in full-colour spread across the pages of one of your magazine subscriptions? Of course I wasn’t a fan. She didn’t want me to be a fan. She wanted me to be one of her victims.” She paused and watched my face. “I don’t make a good victim, Ms. MacPhee.”


  “Doesn’t surprise me. But what did you think of her? What emotions did she arouse in you?”


  She laughed.


  “You don’t get elected, you know, by giving in to your emotions on every little thing. You’ve got to save your energy for what counts.”


  “So she didn’t bother you?”


  “Of course, she bothered me. Wouldn’t she bother you?”


  “She did bother me. And I wasn’t even one of her victims.”


  “Neither was I, Ms. MacPhee. She wanted me to be, but I wasn’t.”


  “I’m sorry?”


  “My mother always told me three things, ‘Doing well is the best revenge, look at yourself and see the truth and make sure you find the opportunity in every situation.’”


  I raised an eyebrow at her.


  “When Mitzi first started to skewer me, as you call it, I was pretty steamed. I talked to my lawyer and I slammed every cupboard door in the house.”


  I liked this approach. It was the first feeling of warmth I’d felt for her.


  “Then I tried my mother’s advice and took a good look at myself. In the mirror. I saw a woman who was large and dumpy and wearing plenty of flowered polyester, but no make-up. At the same time, I saw a woman who’d spent a career fighting to help other people—street kids, refugees, the working poor—but the only time she splashes across the pages of a national magazine is when some shark-woman in Toronto decides she’s not fashionable.”


  For someone who saved her emotion for what counted, Deb Goodhouse’s neck was very red. Her lips were now clamped in a steely line.


  “Not fair, really,” I encouraged.


  “Of course, it wasn’t fair. But that’s not the point.”


  “What is the point?”


  “The point,” she said, pointing a red fingernail at me, “is I decided to take a few lessons. It doesn’t pay to be a laughingstock in this business. I didn’t sue the witch, that would just draw attention to her. But I changed my appearance, dropped the polyester, got professional advice, modified my hair a bit. Just gradually, over a year or so. And I didn’t say boo about Mitzi and her campaign of mockery. I got a lot of sympathy calls and visits from other people who thought I might be upset and a few smirks from so-called friends. But I’ve weathered it.”


  “What about the photographer?”


  “What about him?”


  “Did you have any reaction to him?”


  She shrugged. “Why should I? He was just doing his job. Mitzi was the driving force behind the articles.”


  “Tell me, why did Mitzi pick you?”


  “Who knows? Because I was there, I guess. I asked myself that often enough. I think she just liked to single out women who were doing something real and important and hold them up to ridicule.”


  “Did you ever meet her?”


  She shook her head. “Never wanted to. I might have had trouble holding my tongue, and I wouldn’t have wanted to read my comments in the media.”


  “So,” I said, “you must have hated her, though.”


  “I didn’t hate her. I have better uses for my energy.”


  I thought her snarl took away from the sincerity of the statement. Deep down, Deb Goodhouse had harboured a red-hot hatred for Mitzi Brochu. Too hot to hide behind a cool exterior. Too hot to cool down even after Mitzi’s death.


  “I’m sure you have.”


  “Anything else you need to know, Ms. MacPhee?” She pointed at her in-basket. “As you can see, I have plenty to do.”


  “You’ve given me lots to think about,” I said.


  I stood up and shook her hand before she could take the initiative. It was sweaty, not at all like a politician’s should be. Stress can do that to you.


  I said good-bye to the beautiful assistant, leaning over her desk to shake her hand.


  “Sorry,” I said, “I didn’t catch your name.”


  “Manon. Manon Bruyère,” she said, with some reluctance. She seemed to think I was up to something.


  I was.


  Deb Goodhouse bellowed for her and I left, smiling.


  I was still smiling as I strolled out of the West Block, through the tourists, and down the Hill to Wellington Street. Eighteen thousand blood-red tulips nodded at me, pleased with my results.


  I thought about the woman I had just visited. The shoulder pads on Deb Goodhouse’s very good red jacket had been designed to draw the eye away from the size of her arms, but in my mind, there was no doubt about it: Deb Goodhouse would have been strong enough to hoist skinny little Mitzi by those ropes. Things were looking up. Another day like this and I hoped to be able to present a package of possibilities to the police.


  
    * * *
  


  “What kind of knots were used to tie those ropes?” I asked McCracken. I thought coming straight out with it would be the best approach. I thought wrong.


  “That number doesn’t answer,” he said.


  “It doesn’t?”


  “That’s right.”


  “Well, I’m sure it’s her number. I ought to know. I’ve been returning her calls for enough years.”


  “Well, she doesn’t appear to be there.”


  “She could just be out shopping.”


  “I don’t think so. I tried all last night. And this morning from nine o’clock on.”


  “Hmmm, well, I’m kind of busy now trying to find out what kind of knots were used on Mitzi. Once I find out, I could look into why Alexa isn’t answering her phone. In the meantime, I guess you could say I’m tied up.”


  “Reef knots. Some people call them square knots.”


  “What kind of people use square knots?”


  “Sailors and boy scouts among others,” he chuckled.


  “Thanks. Oh, and Conn, I just remembered. Alexa’s spending a couple of days opening up her cottage. Too bad she doesn’t have an answering machine.”


  “Oh, thanks a lot.”


  I could feel the chill on the line.


  “Think nothing of it,” I said.


  For my next phone call, I had to pinch my nose to change the sound of my voice. First, I found Manon Bruyère’s telephone number in the government telephone book.


  “This is Mabel Hubley calling from the Headquarters of the Girl Guides of Canada. We’re double-checking our list of famous former guides. Can you tell me if Ms. Goodhouse is one?”


  “Well, of course, she is. You must know that. She’s been on your Board of Directors.”


  Oops.


  Manon’s voice changed. “Wait a minute. Who did you say you were?”


  But it was too late. I had what I needed.


  
    * * *
  


  I was alone in the office, planning my next coup, when Ted Beamish knocked. It was time to close up for the day and I’d sent Alvin off to the public library to get some books on knots. I’d made him promise to borrow them officially.


  “Hi,” Ted said.


  “Hi,” I answered, wondering why he was there.


  “Can I come in?”


  “Sure, why not?”


  He settled into the chair, placing his briefcase on the floor and loosening his tie with the little palm trees.


  “Just on my way home from the office and I thought I might check to see if you wanted to try that movie tonight.


  And bring your friend.”


  “Robin’s not in shape for a movie.”


  “Oh.” Disappointment flashed across his face. I swear all the little palm trees on his tie drooped a bit.


  “She’s a bit slow getting over finding Mitzi’s body. And the police are hassling her.”


  He looked like a little red-headed kid whose popsicle had melted too fast.


  “I’ll tell you what, I’ll talk to her about the movie. Maybe that’ll cheer her up a bit and speed the recovery.” I beamed at him, hoping he’d leave me alone.


  “Sure,” he said.


  “I’m sure she’ll want to go the minute she gets the old pep back.”


  “Right.”


  “No, I mean it.” I had no idea of how she’d react to the three of us going out to a movie. But I had an overwhelming urge to protect him.


  “Okay. Do you think I could drop in with you and maybe help to cheer her up?”


  I could just imagine what would happen if Robin discovered I’d brought one of Ottawa’s rare available bachelors to see her with her hair in strings and her feet in pigs.


  “I’m afraid she’s sedated. Not allowed any visitors except family. They make me sit in the living room, and they relay my messages to her whenever she regains consciousness.”


  I could tell he didn’t believe me.


  “But I could go to the movie with you later. We could even grab a hamburger or something.”


  I couldn’t believe this was happening. Hadn’t he been the one who jumped the gun about asking me to a movie? And here I was pleading with him to make it happen. And all because I didn’t want the little jerk to look sad.


  “I guess so,” he said.


  “Good. Good. Good. Good. Well, I’ll give you a call as soon as I get home.” I stood up and slipped into my jacket, hoping he’d get the hint. “You’d better give me your phone number.”


  
    * * *
  


  Brooke arrived from Toronto just after I settled in at the Findlays’.


  “Surprise,” she said as she swept into the room, trailing garment bags.


  I was surprised all right. Surprised it had taken her six days to manage the five hour drive from her Toronto penthouse.


  We all looked up from the chocolate chip cheesecake muffins Mr. F. had just served.


  With the exception of me, everyone switched into “Brooke’s here” mode, rustling about, fussing. Fetching her a chair, then a cushion for the chair, then a glass of wine and cup of coffee. Fretting because the coffee couldn’t be cappuccino. Trying to tempt her with the muffins.


  Brooke leaned back, stretched out her mile-long legs and lit a cigarette.


  “So many things are happening. I’ve been so frantic. I can’t wait to tell you all the news.”


  They leaned forward in anticipation. Mrs. Findlay with the same expression she uses to watch the soaps. Mr. Findlay with a tray of mixed baked goods he’d assembled for Brooke. Robin still in the pink pig slippers. In fact, Robin hadn’t taken her eyes off her sister since Brooke blew through the door.


  “Big new assignment,” said Brooke, smiling and taking a sip from the wine.


  She was wearing long, long, tight, tight jeans and a washed out blue tee-shirt. No make-up, no jewellery. Of course, she was getting a little long in the tooth for a model, close to twenty-five. But she was still breathtaking. Her parents and sister were, in fact, almost holding their collective respiration waiting for the news of the big assignment. I picked another muffin from the plate and asked myself how Elmvale Acres could have produced an amazing specimen like Brooke.


  “Okay, just a little bit, Daddy,” the amazing specimen said, accepting the plate of goodies.


  She picked up a brownie, took a tiny bite, put it back on the plate and licked her fingers. Everyone smiled in approval. Except me.


  Perhaps you’re just jealous, I suggested to myself, because you’re not five-eleven, a hundred and eighteen pounds, and ash blonde with azure eyes and full pouty lips. Perhaps.


  “It’s official. I’m going to be the face they use for the new ‘Walk in the Woods’ campaign. I’m the ‘Walk in the Woods’ woman! It’s all signed. Nothing can stop it now.”


  Everyone gasped. Well, not everyone. But even I did a few mental calculations. “Walk in the Woods” make-up, toiletries and bath products were the biggest phenomenon in the Canadian beauty business. All natural products, no animal testing, great colours, politically correct and reasonably priced. “Walk in the Woods” was rolling over all the old stand-bys and even the new players in the cosmetics industry.


  Even I had to admit it was some kind of big deal.


  Mrs. Findlay turned to me. “Isn’t that wonderful? Our beautiful daughter. She’s just like Nina on my show, isn’t she? We’re so proud.”


  I thought it would be inappropriate to gag, but it was tough resisting.


  There was lots of other news from Toronto. Who Brooke had seen, lunched with, where she’d eaten dinner, what parties, what contacts.


  What tripe, I thought, but everyone was spellbound, even Robin, who should have known better.


  Brooke had lots of new clothes too, in the garment bags. Things needing a little nip here or a tuck there. Mrs. Findlay scuttled for her sewing basket. Mr. Findlay trotted out to the car to pick up the rest of Brooke’s luggage. Robin sat there, transfixed by her sister. And chewing her nails.


  They didn’t pay too much attention to me as I left.


  
    * * *
  


  After the Findlays, Ted Beamish seemed normal. Once I had called him, he insisted on picking me up to go to the movie. I’d slipped into my favourite old jeans and yanked on a pullover. The warm May day had been replaced by a nippy night with a frost warning, but you could still smell the fresh green leaves in the air.


  He ordered bagels and lox at Nate’s, while I went for the traditional smoked meat sandwich. The Bytowne was right across the street and Hear My Song was playing.


  “So,” he said, once we were settled in and our food had arrived, “how’s Robin doing?”


  I crunched my pickle and thought about how Robin was doing. Better perhaps with her sister there, taking her mind off the murder. But not good. I thought back to her waxy skin and glazed eyes. Eyes following her sister’s every move, eyes filled with questions. Not once had Brooke referred to Robin’s experience. Except for an airy little cheek kiss, she hadn’t acknowledged her at all. Brooke liked to be concerned with Brooke. For this she was rewarded, in life and by her family.


  To Ted I said, “Not great. She’s a long way from being better.”


  To myself I said, what are you holding back?


  “That’s too bad. Well, keep me posted. We’ll get out together soon enough, I guess.”


  Later as we sat in the theatre, I considered this. I’d thought he wanted to go out with me. But maybe he’d been angling for Robin all along and I was just too arrogant to see it. But if he did want to go out with Robin all along, why wouldn’t he just call her up and ask her out? She would have been tickled. Not bitchy like me.


  It did not compute, and in the dark of the theatre I turned away from the screen to look at Ted Beamish, enigma.


  He blinked and offered me some more popcorn. What the hell, I told myself, you think too much.


  
    * * *
  


  The next morning, the sun was splashing deep-pink stripes across the sky as I rose. I got up early and ready for action.


  I had a lot to do if I wanted to keep my buddy out of the hoosegow. Of course, six cats had to be fed before I did anything.


  The temperature was about 13 degrees Celsius as I sat out on the balcony in my fuzzy-green winter housecoat, sipping from a large mug of extra-strong Colombian and making lists. Stuff to pick up at the grocery store. Things to do at the office. People to talk to. Suspects to badger.


  The pink sun accentuated the bit of the Harmony Hotel visible from the balcony. I added Richard Sandes to my list of people to talk to.


  The temperature was inching up as I stalked down the path by the river. It was the first time in days I’d had the mental space to enjoy the blue and silver ripples on the water, to listen to the birds, to grin at the nosy groundhog.


  The grass along the sweeping lawns separating the Parkway and the shore was deep-green and dewy, and the deciduous trees sported clouds of tiny, fresh leaves. It was going to be a great day.


  I clomped into the Harmony about 40 minutes after I had left home.


  Two young women, wearing the house uniform of deep turquoise jackets and navy mini-skirts, were at the reception desk. One was Stephanie, the trainee I remembered from my first visit. The other one was Naomi. She’d been on duty the night I had visited Richard in his office, and later at the bar.


  They both had very big hair and fresh faces. One wore little flats and the other one had on spiky pumps. I looked down at my Nikes and wondered if it was time to change my look. At least when visiting the Harmony.


  Mr. Sandes was in a meeting and would not be available for another hour, they explained. My disappointment must have showed because they offered to take a message, in stereo. I wanted to move a little faster in my investigations, not that I was dying to see him.


  I left my work number, telling myself it was just business.


  As I turned to walk away, I remembered something and decided to try my luck.


  I dug the magazine picture of Sammy Dash out of my purse and asked them if they had ever seen the photographer around the Harmony when Mitzi was staying there.


  A little spark of tension flickered among the three of us. They exchanged glances.


  “No,” said Stephanie.


  “I don’t think we can discuss anything like that with you before we talk to Mr. Sandes,” said Naomi.


  “There must be some things you do without checking with Mr. Sandes,” I pointed out.


  “Right,” said Naomi, “but this isn’t one of them.”


  I decided I liked her.


  I’d been hoping they would have identified Sammy Dash as one of Mitzi’s frequent visitors and maybe offered me a little poop on him. Their reluctance just made me more interested in Sammy, the long shot.


  
    * * *
  


  “Alvin,” I said, “you’re looking lovely today.”


  He flashed an inky look at me from behind the cat’s eye sunglasses he was, for some reason, wearing in the office. His hair was glossy and caught in a smooth ponytail and there was a scrubbed look about him and his black clothing which I was sure he would try to eradicate, if only he realized it. I sniffed the air. Sure enough, fabric softener.


  I had made up my mind if I couldn’t beat Alvin, I would join him. Although I felt like beating him.


  “Some guy named Sandes called you.”


  I’d have been damned before I would have let Alvin know about the little frisson I felt at this news.


  “A date?” asked Alvin.


  “No, not a date. And not your business.”


  Stuff like that just rolls off Alvin.


  This was where the joining not beating came in.


  “You hang around with an artsy crowd. Did you ever hear of a photographer named Sammy Dash?”


  He scrunched up his face in an effort of recalling. Very uncool, I thought.


  “Nah,” he said, “don’t think so.”


  “Oh,” I said, simulating grave disappointment with some success.


  “I suppose I could find out. I’ve got a lot of connections in that line.”


  “Would you?”


  “Sure, I’d do it right now, but I have all this typing to do.” He pointed to the one letter and three envelopes I’d left for him in the box I’d labelled TO DO ALVIN AND MAKE IT SNAPPY.


  I figured I could do the letter and envelopes myself before Alvin hit the end of Elgin Street on his way to the cafés in the Byward market. Where everyone wore black. Where you’d go to find out about a photographer named Sammy Dash.


  “Sayonara,” I said, trying to resist pushing him out the door.


  As his feet thudded down the stairs, it began to dawn on me that Alvin might turn out to be useful. An Archie Goodwin of sorts.


  Once I was sure he was gone, I picked up the message from Richard Sandes. Archie Goodwin had neglected to write down the number. I pulled out the telephone book and found the Harmony. As I lifted the receiver, I could feel my heart pick up the pace a bit.


  For God’s sake, I told myself, it’s not time yet. Paul’s only been dead three years. You’re not ready. You’re not interested in other men. And even if you were, would you pick a man who must be past fifty, with a grown family, wherever they are?


  Too ridiculous.


  I dialled the number.


  “Richard?” I breathed, when the switchboard connected us.


  


  Seven


  Jo Quinlan was naked, drying her hair in the ladies changing room of the health club of the Chateau Cartier Sheraton. She turned off the hair dryer when I spoke to her.


  “Nice place,” I said, after introducing myself. “Isn’t it a bit out of the way for you?”


  “I like it. It’s pretty much on my way home from work. I don’t have a lot of spare time, so if you can tell me what…”


  “I know what you mean.” It wasn’t like I had all the time in the world. “Finish up. I’ll wait.”


  She flicked the dryer back on, waving it around and fluffing her hair with her fingers, squinting with dissatisfaction. I thought her hair looked great. Deep auburn, little soft kinky waves, cut a bit asymmetrical. I figured her haircut cost more than my month’s groceries.


  I waited.


  When she finished, she flicked off the dryer and tucked it into a blue and violet gym bag. She stared at herself with narrowed eyes in the mirror. I didn’t think she liked what she saw. It was hard to figure why.


  I saw a woman, close to six feet tall, with broad shoulders and tan skin dusted with light freckles. She must have been a star basketball or volleyball player back in high school, and she was still in shape.


  I felt easier asking her questions once she’d put her underwear on. Ladies changing rooms rattle me. It’s a legacy from the nuns.


  “Mitzi Brochu,” I said, as she pulled on a cream-coloured silk man-style shirt.


  I didn’t miss the quick look she shot me.


  “What about her?”


  “She mentioned you in several articles.”


  She’d turned away from me and slid herself into a pair of faded black jeans. But even from behind I could see those strong shoulders tense.


  She turned back to me. “I noticed.”


  “I’m not surprised. They were extraordinarily vitriolic. And deliberately cruel.”


  “Tell me about it,” she said, snaking a tan woven leather belt into the belt loops of the jeans.


  “Any idea why she picked you as a subject?”


  “None. I came home one night and there was my subscription to Femme Fatale and there was I, paraded for all the world to see. Photographed in front of my dad’s barn down in Buckingham. The caption read ‘Which one is the barn?’ How would you like that?”


  “I wouldn’t. No one would.”


  “Right.” She tugged on a tweed blazer with tan, black, cream and hunter green in it and pulled the shoulders straight. “Mind telling me why you’re asking me these things?”


  “Not at all. I’m a lawyer and my client is suspected by the police of putting Mitzi out of her misery. I’m trying to find out more about Mitzi and her relationships.”


  “Can’t say I blame you. Did your client get the Femme Fatale treatment too?”


  “No. I don’t think she ever had anything to do with Mitzi.”


  “Hmm,” she said, and I could tell she was thinking back. “Okay, she’s the little blonde lady who left the Harmony. You were with her, if I remember correctly. Robin Findlay.”


  “Right.” I remembered that Jo Quinlan was a reporter first and had a good grasp of the background.


  “Did it give you any satisfaction to know that the woman who’d made you miserable had one of her victims turn on her?”


  Of course, this was quite out of line, but I asked it anyway. Jo picked up her black leather purse and her gym bag before she answered.


  “Mitzi Brochu didn’t make me miserable. Sure, she tried and I’m certain that she would have tried again. But it didn’t work. I wasn’t miserable and I never would have been. Irritated, yes. Pissed off, yes. But not miserable.”


  She met my eyes with her steady green ones. And I believed her.


  “And since you asked me straight out instead of beating around the bush, yes, her death did give me a certain satisfaction. She was playing with fire. And maybe someone snapped. Possibly someone who was afraid to be the next victim. Whoever it was did the world a favour. But it wasn’t me. So I guess that doesn’t help your client much. Good luck elsewhere.”


  I was thinking about her comments as she strode out of the changing room, leaving me surrounded by bodies I had no wish to see. I caught up to her as she was climbing into her Toyota Supra in the parking lot.


  “Why did she single you out from among the media?”


  “God damned if I know,” she said, settling herself in and fastening her seat belt. “I never figured that out. She did, and she sicked her photographer on me, and that’s all I know.”


  “What about the photographer?”


  “What about him?”


  “What’s he like?”


  If Jo had managed to keep a cool head during the chat about Mitzi, she had a bit more trouble talking about Sammy Dash. Her hands clenched around the wheel and the muscles on her neck stood out in ropes.


  “He’s a shitty little weasel who stalks his victims with great enjoyment. You can see it in his beady eyes when he catches you. Maybe he’s just mad at the world because he can’t get it up.”


  “Can’t he?”


  “How the hell would I know?” She pressed the power button for the window and I yanked my hand out just in time.


  I looked after her for a long time after she peeled out of the parking lot on two wheels. Maybe she hadn’t killed Mitzi Brochu, although she was strong enough and she had motivation enough. But Sammy Dash would have the fight of his life if he ever ran into her in a dark, lonely place.


  And she’d given me a very interesting comment to chew on.


  
    * * *
  


  When I arrived at the Findlays’ around six, everyone had already eaten. The fragrance of roast chicken hung over the kitchen and the living room, where Mrs. F., surrounded by sewing gear, was concentrating on the television screen. A man and a woman (Clarissa and Jake) lay naked and alone (except for the camera crew) and not only that, they were about to say something of great importance.


  “Hello, Mrs. Findlay,” I said.


  “Shh. Not now, dear,” she said without taking her eyes off the screen.


  Mr. F. grabbed my arm and hustled me into the kitchen, closing the door so we couldn’t break the spell with any idle chatter.


  “Lemon meringue pie?” he whispered.


  I almost explained that I was going out and shouldn’t eat dessert first, when I recognized the small-minded beliefs that lay behind such a statement.


  “Love some.”


  “Good girl. New recipe.”


  “How’s Robin?”


  “So-so. Here, we’ll take this upstairs and you can try to cheer her up.”


  Together, we crept past Mrs. F. and up the stairs with a plate of pie and a pot of tea.


  Robin was propped up in her bed talking to Brooke when we opened the door. Brooke broke off in mid-sentence. Both of them stared at us as if we were some new species of spider. Pushing her father aside, Brooke left the room without a word, but with a backward look at Robin that said lots. Mr. Findlay crept out after her. The scent of Brooke’s expensive fragrance hung around after she left, irritating me.


  “You’re dressed up,” Robin said, leaning back on her pillow and closing her eyes.


  “No, I’m not,” I said, pouring the tea.


  “You are so.”


  “Not. And anyway, how would you know? Your eyes are closed.”


  “Look at your shoes.”


  “People wear high heels all the time.”


  “People, yes. You, no.”


  “It’s no big deal.”


  Robin sat up, and for the first time since the murder, looked a bit like her perceptive self.


  “Don’t recall seeing you in a skirt after work hours. Ever. With your cashmere sweater yet.”


  “I felt like a change.”


  She leaned forward and squinted at me.


  “I do believe you’re wearing make-up.”


  Maybe I’d overdone it. My black pumps with the challis skirt and the good sweater. The lipstick was a bit much, I thought. I wasn’t that used to applying it.


  “Tell me you’re in love.”


  “I am not in love,” I snapped. “I am just making incredible personal sacrifices for you.”


  “You must be. Lipstick. My God.” She fell back against her blue and white flowered pillowcase, laughing. Just like the old days.


  After two minutes, I told her to shut up.


  “I’d hate to think of what you’d do if you saw someone in an evening dress, for God’s sake. You’d have to be put down.”


  “An evening dress,” she howled. “Camilla in an evening dress.”


  Robin’s old self was reappearing, and what did it matter if my ego had to be sacrificed to make it happen?


  “I’m doing it for you,” I said, with a small martyred smile.


  All I got in response were snuffling, choking sounds.


  “I’m busting my butt investigating other suspects in Mitzi’s murder in order to get the police off your back, and what do I get for it? Mockery and derision.”


  The mockery and derision stopped as the words came out. The blood drained from Robin’s face, and she sank into the coverlet.


  “Oh, don’t do that,” she whispered.


  “Why not, for God’s sake?”


  “You might…get hurt.”


  “Don’t be silly. What could happen to me?”


  “Look what happened to Mitzi.”


  “That happened because Mitzi was Mitzi. Nothing like that is going to happen to me on the streets of Ottawa.”


  “Please, don’t do it. Leave it to the police.”


  “The police, may I remind you, are sniffing around you. They think all this collapsing in bed looking like a stale pudding is exactly the type of thing a remorseful crucifixionist would do. What the hell is wrong with you? What do you know about the murder? Who did you see? Stop lying to me, Robin.”


  “I told you. I didn’t see anything. Nothing.”


  When Mr. Findlay tiptoed through the bedroom door with Robin’s latest dose of medication, he found her lying with her eyes closed.


  I, on the other hand, was sitting there steaming. Robin was making herself sick about this. And refusing the very type of activity that could help her. Bullshit, I said to myself, I just can’t stand this kind of bullshit. What really bugged me was that underneath the signs of weakness I could sense a steely stubbornness. Maybe she hadn’t seen anything, but she was damn well deflecting attention from someone. Who and why were the questions.


  “It’s been very hard on us,” Mr. Findlay whispered in the hallway, “having her like that. Thank heaven Brooke’s here, or I think her mother’s heart would break. Thanks for coming. It usually cheers Robin.”


  Right.


  As I passed by the living room on my way out, Mrs. Findlay was on the phone to her friend.


  “Honest to God, Marge,” she said, lighting a cigarette. “Clarissa told him about the baby. I couldn’t believe it.”


  She gave me a little wave without breaking stride in her conversation as I left.


  They told me later that Robin just lay upstairs, not speaking, until the next day, when the police came back.


  
    * * *
  


  Driving back downtown, I thought about Robin and whatever she was hiding. I’ve known her for twenty-seven years. She was holding back something, and knowing Robin, it couldn’t be for her own benefit. Therefore, it was for someone else. Since Mitzi’s murder had been brutal and vicious, even taking into consideration Mitzi’s nasty side, under normal circumstances Robin would not have tried to protect someone who would do such a thing. Not unless it was someone very special. Someone close.


  I thought back to an episode when we were in seventh grade. Someone had broken Mrs. Findlay’s prize possession, a Royal Doulton figurine. Tensions had run high in the Findlay household, and Robin had taken the rap for it. Even though I’d been sitting next to her on her blue chenille bedspread when we heard the crash. Even though I’d told her parents that. Even though she’d been grounded for a month, and God only knows what emotional havoc was heaped on her by her loony mother. Even though.


  Robin had kept a pale-faced silence throughout, never once protesting her innocence. Never once pointing her finger at the real culprit, a seven-year-old vision of blonde hair and blue eyes and sweet smiles.


  And Brooke, of course, had never confessed.


  By rights Robin should have been jealous of the much younger little brat who got all the attention, but she never was. Always supported, always defended. Since I was the little brat in my own family, there wasn’t a lot I could say about it to Robin. Brooke was another story.


  “You’ve had your First Communion, Brooke,” I’d made a point of saying at the time. “So I guess you realize that you’ll burn in hell for this. This is a double mortal sin and your soul doesn’t have even one little tiny patch of white left on it.”


  Deep down I’d suspected that Brooke wasn’t worried one bit about God and his helpers. She knew she could wrap them around her little finger.


  “Leave her alone,” Robin had told me, her eyes still red-rimmed from her mother’s last verbal blast. “She’s just a little kid.”


  “Old enough to fry.”


  Brooke had started to cry at that point. She had an amazing trick of crying while still looking beautiful. No blotches, no red eyes. Just little rivulets of tears and a trembling pink lower lip.


  “Better go home now,” Robin had told me, as she reached down to comfort her poor, trembling little sister. “See you tomorrow at school.”


  “Sizzle, sizzle,” I mouthed at Brooke as I left, making sure that Robin didn’t see me.


  The memory of that encounter was crisp and vivid, even though it was nearly twenty years old. And two things I knew: Brooke hadn’t changed a bit. And neither had Robin.


  
    * * *
  


  Even the soothing tones of the Harmony couldn’t quite dispel my miserable mood. The ambience in The Tranquillity Room should have been enough, given the string quartet and all. The poached Atlantic salmon helped a lot, and so did the chocolate pâté and raspberry coulis. Still, I was on edge. As we sipped our cappuccino, Richard Sandes leaned across the white linen tablecloth and gave my hand a squeeze. Warm and protective. Like a father.


  “Maybe she’s right,” he said.


  I gazed into his deep-brown eyes and said, “Don’t be silly.”


  Ruining the mood.


  He gave me one of his sad smiles, but I thought I saw a flicker of concern cross his face as he beckoned for the waiter.


  The waiter practically vaulted over the serving table to get to us. He managed to maintain his dignity, although I couldn’t help noticing his toupee was a bit askew.


  “Armagnac?” Richard asked.


  “Better not. I’ve got my car.”


  Naturally. I’m the only person I know who would take her own car on what was turning out to be a very romantic evening of investigation.


  “Don’t worry about that. I’ll get you home. Your car will be fine in our parking lot overnight. Armagnac for two, Gilles,” he told the waiter.


  “Yes, Mr. Sandes.”


  Richard and I exchanged grins as the waiter hurried off to get our drinks. He paused before one of the tall mirrors to straighten his hair. It couldn’t be easy, I thought, serving dinner to the General Manager.


  I returned to the subject du soir.


  “You don’t know her, Richard. She’s always been levelheaded and calm. She’s had plenty of time to recover her emotional balance since finding the body.”


  I couldn’t figure out what there was about this man, but here I was blabbering on about Robin and my fears. Maybe there’s something about seeing a corpse together that helps to break down conversational barriers in later encounters.


  He shook his head. “I don’t know about that. It was so gruesome. I’m still waking up in the middle of the night, dreaming about it. And I’m a tough old goat, not a young woman who stumbled onto a murder scene alone.”


  The Armagnac arrived before I could say something cranky. In the interests of keeping the very pleasant evening very pleasant, I decided not to talk about Robin anymore.


  Instead we talked about me growing up in Ottawa, my family, my weird job, even a bit about Alvin. The Alvin parts caused Richard to laugh, lightening his face, warming it.


  I didn’t ask him much about his personal life, and he didn’t volunteer much. But the questions were bouncing around in my head, questions I wouldn’t hesitate to ask a man who didn’t interest me. Things like: are you planning to stay here permanently, does your wife have some kind of job commitment in Toronto that prevents her from joining you, are you separated, divorced, growing apart? Things like: do you feel lonely, how did you vote in the last election, what do you like for breakfast? I stopped myself at that last thought. Careful, careful. Don’t be an idiot.


  “So,” I said out loud, all business, “thanks for your information about Rudy Wendtz.”


  Richard had been nursing his Armagnac with a semi-smile on his face. His head snapped up at this.


  “I’ve been thinking. I shouldn’t have told you about him at all. This is a very dangerous situation, and he’s a pretty sleazy guy. The police know about him. I think you should let them handle it.”


  “Too late,” I said, “I’ve already tracked him down. And are you sure the police know about him?”


  I didn’t mention that I hadn’t been able to talk to Wendtz yet. Some things are better left unsaid.


  “Oh yes,” said Richard, “I made a point of letting them know. Just on the off chance he didn’t turn up in their investigation. Although it’s unlikely they would have missed out on someone so close to…the deceased.”


  I nodded. We both knew that.


  “Who knows what they’ll turn up about him.”


  “What do you mean?”


  He hesitated, “Well, I’ve got reason to believe he’s involved in some pretty bad stuff.”


  “Like what?”


  Richard shrugged, “Dealing drugs, I’m pretty sure.”


  “What makes you think so?” I asked, having drawn the same conclusion myself on the very slim grounds that this guy had a lot of money and not much job to show for it.


  “Information from the staff. They talked about everything Mitzi did and anyone who spent time with her. They tell me that Wendtz is involved in big league stuff. No facts, mind you, just gossip. But I believe it.”


  “Hmmm.” Alvin could be put to work on this one too.


  He smiled at me, “I hope we’re not going to be talking about this all night.”


  “No,” I said, meeting his eyes. “Just one more thing.”


  A sigh and then, “What is it?”


  “The photographer, Sammy Dash, what do you know about him?”


  Richard thought for a minute. “Not a lot. He was in and out. Acting like a big shot. Aggressive little creep. Making a play for good-looking women all the time, especially the tall, slim ones, and always looking for a shot that would sell. You know, paparazzi type.”


  “Wow,” I said, with mock amazement, “here in Ottawa. Imagine.”


  “Exactly. Here in Ottawa, they don’t like that sort of thing.”


  He glanced away, and I spotted a well-known politician dining with a less well-known, but most influential, pillar of the consulting community.


  “That must have given you a bit of grief.”


  “It did. I had to speak to Ms. Brochu and tell her to keep him on a leash, or our special arrangement might have to end. I couldn’t risk a complaint whispered in the ear of the CEO or the Chairman of the Board by some outraged politico,” he twinkled. “And I enjoyed telling her, too.”


  The Ottawa river glittered as we drove along the Parkway. The usual blackness was lifted by the vigorous full moon beaming down on us. Aretha was belting out “Chain of Fools” on the car stereo, and I was thinking about Richard’s wife.


  As we pulled into my quiet crescent and rolled to a stop in front of my building, I found it difficult to breathe.


  Ask him, my internal voices screamed, ask him about his goddam wife. But all I managed was a goofy grin. It reminded me of all those nights after the Saturday dance at St. Jim’s, grinning at a new boy who’d walked me home.


  Richard was much more mature.


  “Please promise me that you won’t go barging after Sammy Dash or try seeing Rudy Wendtz.”


  “I’m a big girl, Richard. I won’t step into the basement with either one of them. I promise that.”


  “Funny,” he said, “I’m not sure that you realize how dangerous big players in the drug game can be, although in your line of work you should. And keep in mind that something very bad happened to Mitzi.”


  “Mmm.”


  “Mmm nothing,” he said in the tone he must have used with his daughter over the years. “You call me, or the police, or someone very large and mean if you decide to have any dealings with either one of them.”


  “Thanks, Mom.”


  He gave me a look that defied interpretation, but I was used to living on the edge.


  “Good night, Camilla.”


  He brushed a light kiss over my forehead. It could have been the kind of kiss you exchange in those first tentative moments when you think you may be falling in love with someone, and you are quivering with suppressed emotion. Or it could have been the kind of kiss you bestow on your favourite aunt as she recovers from a bit of bladder repair in the hospital.


  As I jabbed my key into the lock of the interior door to the foyer, I wanted to scream “Just where the hell is your wife, anyway?”


  


  Eight


  Sammy Dash lit his Gitane with care and respect, sucked in the results, and looked right through me.


  I was perched at the next table in a black-walled café, watching Sammy watch the ladies. I’d followed Alvin’s list of likely sites for spotting Sammy, and sure enough, by the end of my round in the Byward Market area restaurants, bingo. I decided to let Alvin put his feet up on the desk for ten minutes on Monday morning.


  Two women in jeans, sweaters and Birkenstocks sipped their second refill of coffee and wrinkled their sensible noses as the first whiff of the Gitane passed their way. I watched with amusement as they pointed out to the waitress the incongruity of Sammy exhaling right underneath the sign that said Non-Smoking Section.


  The waitress was a curvy teenager in a black knit top and mini-skirt, which went well with her fishbelly skin, scarlet lips and fuck-me shoes. Her black hair was pulled up and off to one side in a Pebbles Gone Wrong look. The chewing gum was a nice touch, too.


  She goggled at the two women. Then shot a glance at Sammy. He leaned back in his seat, exhaling a jet stream of Gitane exhaust in the direction of the complainants.


  The waitress rolled her eyes and chewed her gum.


  “Well,” she said, “there’s nothing I can do about it. Would you mind moving over by the window? No one’s smoking over there.”


  “What do you mean, there’s nothing you can do about it? Tell that asshole to butt out. Tell him to move over by the window,” said one of the women.


  “Well, I can’t. He owns this place.”


  “To hell with this,” said the woman. “We’re out of here. Permanently.” She scraped back her chair, scooped up the tip that had been resting on the table and shoved the bills into her jeans pocket.


  The waitress watched them stomp through the front door.


  She shrugged.


  Sammy smirked.


  The café lost some business, Pebbles lost her tip, the two women lost their warm after-lunch glow. Everyone lost except Sammy Dash.


  I could tell he’d enjoyed himself.


  Sammy Dash made for good watching. He was lean and sinewy, not too tall, a great build for a sleaze photographer. He was wearing a black tee-shirt and chinos, tight around the crotch. Brown hair, cut short, and blue eyes, sharp and foxy. A black leather jacket, European style, hung over the back of his chair. His legs sprawled in the aisle, feet bare inside his sandals.


  The café was crowded and noisy, but no one messed around with Sammy.


  I had a gut feeling he was a key factor in Mitzi’s misfortune, and I wanted to get a better sense of what made him tick before I talked to him.


  I watched him all the way through an open-faced smoked salmon on brown sandwich and then through my cappuccino.


  Eye contact was his specialty. He singled out women who were already escorted. Tall women. More than one had to put a hand on her partner’s arm to head off a confrontation with Sammy. Sammy grinned whenever that happened.


  When he sauntered out the café doors, I was right behind him. Still behind him when he climbed into a dark green Porsche and slid into the traffic. Naturally, he had a vanity plate.


  How much money do photographers make, I asked myself as I eased my way into the traffic behind him. The middle-aged man in the grey Honda Accord behind me seemed to feel he’d been cut off. I waved back at him and blew a little kiss.


  
    * * *
  


  Robin’s trip to the police station capped the day.


  “They did what?” I asked Mrs. Findlay. The phone shook in my hand.


  “They took her in for questioning. To the police station.”


  “When?”


  “Hmmm. Just as Another World was coming on.”


  “When is that?”


  “Two o’clock,” Mrs. Findlay huffed. “And there’s no reason to snap at me, Camilla MacPhee.”


  Snap, I thought, I’d like to do more than snap, you vapour-brained old bat. But I injected a note of respect into my voice and asked, “Who took her in? The big guy, McCracken?”


  “No, the small one with the pointed nose.”


  “Who went with her?”


  “With her? Nobody.”


  “NOBODY?”


  “I’m not going to mention your tone again.”


  “She went alone with the officer?”


  “That’s right. Her father was out when they came.”


  “And Brooke?”


  “Brooke had an important appointment this afternoon. She couldn’t break it.”


  “Right. And you couldn’t leave because Another World was on.”


  I hung up, resisting the urge to go over there, kick in the door and insert her, head-first, into the television set.


  
    * * *
  


  The police station is new and concrete and designed to create the impression of efficiency. Not even the murals can soften its sterile, forbidding atmosphere.


  McCracken met me at the Criminal Investigation desk.


  “Where is she?” I said. “I’ve got the right to see her.”


  He had the good sense to turn red.


  “She’s at the General.”


  “At the General Hospital?”


  McCracken’s voice was gruff. “She collapsed during questioning. Hit her head on the desk, I guess. Anyway, they took her by ambulance, and when I went by earlier, they said she was going to be all right.


  “Let me get this straight. You took a sick woman from her bed, allowed her to be brought in by a sadistic little weasel, and then let her injure herself?”


  He grunted.


  “I’m her lawyer. Nobody called me. You think you can get away with running things like it’s a police state?”


  “She tried to call you. You weren’t in your office. Nobody knew where you were.”


  Alvin. I’d kill him. But I didn’t lose time plotting Alvin’s death. McCracken was my target.


  “When this case gets cleared up, you guys are gonna get roasted for badgering innocent citizens.”


  “Look, I understand how you feel. Mombourquette got a bit too…zealous. She’s okay. Her father’s with her now.”


  “Her father!” I exploded, even though I felt a wave of relief. “This woman is not only innocent, but she might have seen the real killer. Do you think the sixty-five year old muffin-meister will be able to protect her if the killer decides to eliminate a witness?”


  “This isn’t New York,” McCracken fought back. “We think your friend is the real killer.”


  As I turned and stormed out, McCracken called to me, “When can I get in touch with your sister?”


  When you can go ice skating in hell, McCracken, I thought.


  Turning, I said, “My sister’s a busy woman and a very attractive one. She seems to have developed a strong interest in a man who’s just entered her life.”


  “Who?” McCracken blurted.


  I shrugged. “The woman’s got to have some privacy. But I can tell you, she’s all keyed up waiting for his phone calls.”


  McCracken slumped a bit at that. What can I say, he deserved it.


  
    * * *
  


  Robin had been sent home by the time I reached the hospital.


  When I finally got to the Findlays’, she looked as bad as I’d expected. Her father didn’t look much better, his face grey as he sat next to her, holding her pale hand.


  “Oh good,” I said, “I see the family finally rallied around.”


  “They couldn’t go with her,” he said.


  His eyes watered, and I knew he realized what that said about his family. And he knew I did, too.


  I gave him a little hug.


  “Sorry,” I said, “I know you’re one of the guys in the white hats.”


  But Mr. F. wasn’t thinking about himself.


  “Look at her. What’s wrong with her? What’s happening to Robin? I can’t understand it.”


  “I don’t know. But I’m sure going to find out, no matter what.”


  I meant it. I had a lot to find out and I still wasn’t sure where to go next. But I didn’t care who got dirt on them, if it meant getting Robin out of this mess.


  
    * * *
  


  Back in the office, I was still steaming. And there was no sign of Alvin to take it out on. I’d had a twelve-ounce Colombian to calm me down, and for some reason it wasn’t working. I was too jangled to even consider tackling any of my cases, so I settled for making notes on Mitzi’s murder in a little book.


  I started a few lists. Like who had a reason to kill Mitzi.


  I thumbed through the issues of Femme Fatale which were still stacked on the desk, looking for other local people who’d been skewered. Deb Goodhouse and Jo Quinlan were the only two who showed up. I put them on the list.


  I left a note to Alvin instructing him to get to work finding out who else in the Ottawa area had been roughed up by Mitzi, either in print or on the air.


  Of course, Mitzi’s killer could have come from anywhere, and I knew it. Still, I told myself I’d deal with possible non- Ottawa candidates later on. If I had to.


  I added a bit to Alvin’s note, instructing him to get a list of everyone Mitzi had ever targeted in any medium and their address. And to do this quickly. I underlined “quickly” twice, adding “P.S. Alvin, if at anytime in the future I receive a call from, about or in any way pertaining to Robin and you do not give a clear message and stand on your head to locate me, I will truss you up with the telephone extension wire and ship you back to Sydney in an urn.”


  I felt a certain satisfaction when I turned my attention to my own list.


  I added Rudy Wendtz’s name, in light of their big argument the night before Mitzi’s death. And I put Sammy Dash’s name, too, just because I hated the little jerk.


  Then I remembered Richard’s comment about Mitzi’s next project. A book on Members of Parliament, senators, backroom boys. That could make for a pretty long list. I translated it to political connections and added it to the other names.


  On my To Do list, I made a note to find out who had complained about Mitzi’s fight with Rudy and what the other guests had heard.


  Would Richard help me get their names, I wondered.


  Five minutes later, I knew the answer.


  “You must be kidding. How long do you think I’d hold onto my job if I gave out that kind of information and you badgered my clients?” Amusement wafted over the phone lines. “I hope you’re a good sport about it, because I’d really like to see you again.”


  “Me?” I said, “Richard, Goodsport is my middle name.


  Why don’t I drop in for a drink in your very nice bar when I finish up here at the office?”


  “Great, I’ll wait for you.”


  I had a smile on my face as I hung up and departed the office for the ATM down the street. I hoped that Richard would forgive me my trespasses.


  
    * * *
  


  “I can’t give you that information,” Stephanie gasped, her big hair quivering with outrage.


  “That’s too bad,” I said. “I would be grateful.” I pushed the symbol of my potential gratitude towards her on the polished top of the reception desk at the Harmony.


  She took a quick look at the warm red-orange tones of the fifty and quivered a little bit more.


  “No,” she said, “Mr. Sandes would be very upset. I could even lose my job.” Her eyes strayed to the bill.


  I added a second one to the first. She licked her lips.


  “All right. It would take a little while, but I could mail you the information.”


  “Sure,” I said, tearing the fifties in two and handing her one half of each. “And when I get the information, I’ll send you the balance on my account.”


  She wrote out her home address on a piece of Harmony stationary, and I handed her one of my cards. We’d just completed our little transaction, when Stephanie gulped.


  I turned and saw Richard heading towards us.


  “Here he is, dear,” I said, “no need to call him for me at all. But thanks for your help.”


  Stephanie nodded, whitely, and tried to smile.


  I didn’t have to try. My smile bloomed by itself as Richard got closer.


  
    * * *
  


  As I unlocked the door to my office the next day, the phone was ringing.


  Alvin had left a note. Gone out, it said.


  I answered the phone myself.


  “Where have you been?”


  “Alexa, it’s not like you to be peevish.”


  “Just answer the question, dear. Don’t be evasive.”


  I decided to answer the question before Alexa and I tossed any more adjectives at each other. “I’ve been all over the place. There was a murder, in case you forgot, and Robin was brought in for questioning. I’ve been busy.”


  “Robin was brought in for questioning!”


  “Don’t you listen to the news?”


  “I just got back from the cottage. Where is she? Don’t tell me she’s in….”


  I reached for my cup of coffee to steady myself and interrupted her. “They haven’t arrested her. They’d have to show probable cause. And since she didn’t do it, that’s unlikely.”


  “God, I hope she’s got a good lawyer.”


  “Me.”


  “Camilla!”


  “I know, I think it’s crazy too. But she insists.”


  “Do you have to deal with the police and everything?”


  “That’s a really silly question from a sophisticated woman.”


  She sighed. “I know.”


  We both knew why she’d asked it.


  “He hasn’t called me, you know,” she said.


  “You’ve been at the cottage.”


  “Well, he could have left a message.”


  “Didn’t he?”


  “There were a lot of clicks.”


  “I don’t know what to tell you.”


  “Why do you think he wouldn’t leave a message?”


  “Jeez, I don’t know. Maybe he was afraid his wife would overhear him.”


  After Alexa hung up on me, I spotted the envelope from Stephanie. The girl certainly was quick on her feet. I smiled at the contents. Sure enough. Three names, three addresses. Check-in times, check-out times. Room numbers at the Harmony. Home and work phone numbers. Stephanie was a girl who’d go far. I tucked the two half-fifties into a envelope and scribbled her home address on it. Alvin could get a little exercise delivering it. And I made a note to say nice things about her to Richard.


  Now I had a little ammo in my war against Wendtz.


  I picked up the phone.


  Of the two people I reached, neither had clear memories of Mitzi and Rudy’s dust-up. Both were a bit confused about why I was calling.


  Connie Dietz was my biggest hope. She’d had the room next to Mitzi’s.


  “Sorry, Ms. Dietz will not be back in the office until May 25.” The voice was prim and officious. I couldn’t resist shaking it up a bit.


  “This is regarding a police investigation.” True enough. “Ms. Dietz was staying in the hotel where Mitzi Brochu was murdered. We’re double-checking to see whether she heard anything of importance the night before the murder.”


  “My heavens, I didn’t know anything about that. Ms. Dietz is travelling in the United States. You mean she was near that murder?” All signs of primness had disappeared from the voice.


  “Can I reach her? Do you have her itinerary?”


  “Sorry. She’s on holiday.”


  “I imagine you gave that information to my colleagues when they called earlier anyway.”


  “Well, no. I take all the phone calls here, and this is the first I’ve heard of it. Perhaps they just left a message. Here, let me check Connie’s voice-mails for you.”


  I sat on the line listening to rustling sounds until she came back.


  “There’s a few here from Ottawa. A Sgt. Mombourquette. Would that be it?”


  “Right on.”


  “Well, I’ll certainly get Connie to contact you the minute she shows up. And, Officer, good luck with the case.”


  “Thanks, but don’t tell her to call me. I’m on the road quite a bit. I’ll contact her. Thank you.”


  There was a breathless good-bye from Ms. Prim as she rushed to get off the phone and spread the news.


  Not much information, but it told me Mombourquette had quit after leaving one piddling message. But then, his money had always been on Robin.


  I picked up the phone. At least the defense had Connie Dietz in its back pocket.


  “Merv,” I said, when the call connected me to my favourite tame Mountie, “you’ve gotta help me. Robin’s in real hot water.”


  “Who is this?“ Merv asked, “Not Camilla, is it?”


  “Of course it’s Camilla.”


  “High time you called me back.”


  “What do you mean, it’s high time I called you back?”


  “What the hell do you think I mean?”


  “Sorry, Merv. Are you saying you left messages for me?”


  “Yes, I’m saying I left messages for you.”


  It wasn’t necessary for him to mimic my expression with such enthusiasm.


  “Oh,” I said, deciding to overlook the mimicking, “well, I didn’t get any messages.” I made a little note on the desk pad —Kick Alvin’s Butt.


  “Yeah, well, who’s the guy who answers your phone? He needs some kind of lessons in something.”


  “Yes, Merv, he does.”


  “Right.” Still sulking.


  “Anyway, Merv, I’m calling you because Robin’s in big trouble and…”


  “Well, I know Robin’s in big trouble. Anyone in the country who’s read the headlines or listened to the news knows. Being found in the room with Mitzi Brochu’s body is big, big news. Why the hell did you think that I was calling and leaving all those messages?”


  “Okay, so you know. Of course, I guess I just have been too busy tearing around to pay attention to the media. The police are focusing on her, and I’ve been scrounging for alternatives.”


  “Jesus. Those guys are such peckerheads. You met this Mombourquette?”


  “Yup. He’s got it in for Robin.” So far so good. Merv was getting steamed. He’d always had a soft spot in his heart for Robin, ever since we were teenagers and he was the young Mountie living across the street.


  “I don’t know how anyone could even think for one minute she could hurt anybody. Does he look like a wharf rat or what?”


  “Probably has a tail under his cheap suit,” I said.


  “Jeez, somebody’s got to do something. Have you been over to that loony bin lately?”


  “You mean the Findlay place?”


  “I went over. Her mother’s stuck in front of the television having orgasms over the soaps and her father’s baking all the time, except when they’re both fussing over that useless bitch of a sister. And here’s Robin practically in a coma. Have you seen her?”


  “I have, Merv. And I am doing something. And this is how you can help.”


  “Shoot.”


  “One of the guys I want to know about is Sammy Dash.


  Can you check out the computer for his license plate and get me the guy’s address? And listen, you can tell if someone’s got a record from that file, right? I need that too, and if he’s got a history, I want to know for what.”


  “You know I’m not supposed to give you stuff like that. I can’t even get into the files without giving a reason. I’m a year from retirement, and you want me to be breaking security.”


  “Right. I’m sure you’ll think of a good official reason to check him out.”


  “You just make sure you keep an eye on Robin. She needs you.”


  “Sure will. Oh and Merv, that’s S-A-M-M-Y D-A-S-H.”


  
    * * *
  


  Alexa was sitting in my living room when I got home that night, much too tall, blonde and elegant for the surroundings. She tapped her long, patent leather toes on the leg of my table. After five minutes, I finally had to ask her what was wrong.


  “Why are you doing that?”


  She fixed me with a long, dirty look. “He doesn’t have a wife.”


  “Who?”


  “I think you know.”


  “Oh, well, how was I to know he didn’t have a wife?”


  “Well, now you know.”


  “So he called, did he?”


  “No, he didn’t, but I asked around. I have sources.”


  “And no wife.”


  “That’s right.”


  “You don’t think he’s gay, do you?”


  Her voice went up just a smidgen. “No, I don’t think he’s gay.”


  “Just wondering, a man of that age. Not married…”


  “He’s divorced.” She snapped it, sounding like a rifle report.


  “Divorced! Does Dad know?”


  “What does Dad have to do with it?”


  “Well, I mean, here’s you, nice Catholic lady, widowed, entitled to see other nice Catholic widowed people and here’s him, D-I-V-O-R-C-E-D. You’ll be the talk of your Parish.”


  Alexa sat up very straight.


  “I’ll cross that bridge when I come to it.”


  


  Nine


  I drove over to Elmvale Acres Saturday morning. Robin looked even worse. She must have lost twenty pounds since finding Mitzi.


  “She was just pretending to eat a bit before, and now she’s not even pretending. We’re so worried.” Mr. Findlay stood by the door with a pan of lemon loaf held in his oven mitts.


  Mrs. F. nodded her head from the sofa, which was something, I guess, acknowledging that the situation was serious. Even though her mind was on a taped episode of The Young and the Restless.


  Mr. F. was glum. Rejection of his food struck at his self-image, I’m sure.


  I still wasn’t prepared for the sight of her, shrunken and grey. It was hard to believe that anyone whose colour was that bad had blood in their veins. The skin on her face was loose.


  “Robin,” I whispered when we were alone, “you better start eating or old Dr. Beaver’s going to stick a tube through your nose, down your throat and force feed you. Nibbling on your Dad’s fresh lemon loaf is a more pleasant alternative. Trust me.”


  She tried to smile. “I do trust you. I just can’t eat. I just can’t. And I don’t want to.”


  The rest of our conversation went nowhere. Just like every time I’d spoken to her since the murder. One thing I knew. I couldn’t count on Robin for help with the investigation.


  “What did Dr. Beaver say?” I asked Mr. Findlay on the way out.


  “He’s going to put her back in the hospital if she doesn’t start to eat. Maybe get her some psychiatric help. She doesn’t want it.”


  “Shhh,” said Mrs. Findlay from the sofa.


  Must have been an important part.


  
    * * *
  


  I spent the rest of Saturday in the office trying to catch up. I worked halfway through one mountain of paper, but two more had sprung up. Tomorrow, I said, and went back to thinking about Robin.


  Since the murder, everyone’s reactions to Robin had been emotional. Poor Traumatized Robin. Or, in the case of the police, Guilty as Sin Robin. It was time for me to take a more reasoned approach to my friend and her very big problem.


  I worked through a little flowchart of possibilities. For instance, Robin either killed Mitzi or she didn’t. I couldn’t bring myself to believe she had, so I pursued the no side. Robin either saw the killer or she didn’t. If she had seen the killer, she either knew the killer’s identity or she didn’t. If she saw someone she didn’t know, she would have no apparent reason for not describing him or her. If she knew the killer, she was refusing to talk for some reason that made sense to her. Fear? Protectiveness? If it were fear, who could scare Robin so much that she would not describe a murder to the police?


  Robin and I knew many of the same people. Of course, she’s met quite a few more people through St. Jim’s Parish and the Humane Society and dishing out food at the Food Bank and even her office. But somehow, I didn’t think these organizations would be the sources for Mitzi’s murderer. Just to be on the safe side, I made a note to nose around in all four. But my heart wasn’t in it, these were not people to inspire fear. And Robin, for all her fragile blonde looks and current attacks of the vapours, was no chicken.


  Fine, then. The last variant was that Robin saw the killer and chose to protect him or her for some reason. I chewed on my pencil and tried to figure out what reason Robin could have to protect a killer.


  When I slunk out of the office, full of questions, I bumped into Ted Beamish.


  “Think nothing of it,” he said, dusting off his knees.


  “Sorry, Ted, I wasn’t expecting anyone. It’s Saturday.”


  “Sure, I know.”


  “What can I do for you?”


  “Well, I was heading for the Mayflower and I…I saw your light on and I thought I’d see if you had time for a beer, catch up a bit.”


  A good enough story, except that my office was past the Mayflower, and you can’t see the window from the street.


  “Why not,” I said, before realizing that I was ticked off at Mr. Ted Beamish, but good.


  “How’s Robin?” he asked as we sat down and ordered.


  “If you’re so concerned, why didn’t you ask me about her when she was taken in for questioning?” I snapped.


  “Taken in?” Ted turned white. “If she’s being questioned, why are we sitting here?”


  “You’re telling me you didn’t know about this?”


  “I’ve been away at a hearing,” he said. “God, poor Robin.


  Why would they suspect her?”


  “Because she was the last person to see Mitzi before she was found dead, because only her fingerprints and Mitzi’s were found in the room, because…”


  “Sounds pretty fluffy to me.”


  I nodded. “And because I think Robin is protecting someone.”


  “Who?” he inhaled.


  “Well, I’m not sure, but she either knows or suspects someone of killing Mitzi, and she’s making herself sick over it.”


  “Who?”


  “I don’t know who, or I would have my elbow in his throat right now. But maybe someone from work, or church or her volunteer stuff. I think I’ll nose around a little bit.”


  “I’ll help you.” Ted’s face lit up at the prospect.


  “No, that’s all right…”


  It fell again as I started to turn him down. Wait a minute, I said to myself.


  “…that’d be great, Ted. Why don’t you schmooze the girls in her office and the Humane Society. We can both do a bit of the Food Bank.”


  He was nodding. “I can do that.”


  “Sure,” I said, “I’ll just confine myself to stalking the criminal elements. I feel more comfortable having my own niche than spreading myself all over the map.”


  “I’d like to see her, too,” he said.


  “Sure,” I lied, knowing Robin wouldn’t want to see any new man in her current state, “I’ll set that up for you.”


  “What do you mean set it up?”


  I could tell by the look in his eyes that I had gone too far.


  “I’ll just drop in myself sometime tomorrow and give her some encouragement.” He said it in a way that didn’t allow for argument.


  
    * * *
  


  By eight o’clock on Sunday morning, I was at Robin’s, surprising her father in the middle of making cinnamon rolls.


  “These’ll be ready in half an hour,” he said, as I skipped up the stairs.


  “I can’t,” Robin whined, as I manoeuvred her into the bathroom.


  “You’d better,” I told her, as she sat on the little blue chair, and I rummaged through the dozens of shampoo bottles, “Otherwise an attractive male colleague is going to drop in to see you and find you looking like a bleached sardine.”


  “What do you mean, a bleached sardine?” she asked, leaning her head against the wall and closing her eyes.


  “Pale and greasy.”


  I looked up from under the sink to see she was laughing, just a little silent shake, but it gave me hope.


  While Robin was in the shower with a lemon fragrance shampoo, I kept up a running conversation, talking about Ted Beamish, talking about Alvin, talking about anything but the murder. I was on the alert, ready to grab her if she collapsed.


  Mr. Findlay whipped into her bedroom and changed the sheets when we were out of the room. He left a pot of steaming coffee, two blue and white china mugs and fragrant, warm cinnamon buns with icing glaze on top.


  Back in bed with her yellow hair blow-dried and smelling lemon-fresh, she leaned against the blue roses on the pillowcase.


  “Ted Beamish,” she said, “I can’t quite place him.”


  “I don’t know how you could forget him. He’s…” I searched for the right word… “dashing. And persistent.” True enough, and more appealing than pudgy, red-headed, receding-hairlined and forgettable-faced.


  “Persistent?”


  “You have no idea. But listen, you’d better get on a little warpaint. I don’t know if he’s persistent enough for a bleached sardine.”


  Robin managed a little pink lipstick, a smudge of blue eyeliner and a few sweeps of mascara before she fell back on the pillow.


  I had no mercy. “Cheek stuff,” I hissed, “what do you call it?”


  “Blusher,” she whispered.


  “Where is it?”


  “In my purse.”


  I rummaged through gum, keys, at least seven pens, chequebook, a banana that had to be removed at once, two notebooks, sunglasses, dozens of little notes about things to do, perfume, an address book, wallet, a tennis ball, two packets of tissues, lottery tickets, a Mars bar and her blusher.


  I dropped the banana into the wastepaper basket and the room took on the scent.


  Dabbing on the bit of blush gave Robin an illusion of health, if you didn’t look too closely. If you didn’t notice the loose skin and glazed eyes.


  “There,” I said, waving a hand mirror in front of her face, “you look great. And we can see your breath on the mirror, so we know you’re alive. This is good. When he comes through that door, he’s going to fall right off his horse.”


  I don’t know why she thought that was so funny. I found myself laughing, too. We howled until tears ran down our cheeks. Even though two minutes earlier I’d been acting with all the humour of a women’s prison warden. At least Robin, the real Robin, was still kicking underneath her shrunken exterior.


  The door to her bedroom burst open and our laughing choked off.


  “For Crissakes,” Brooke shrieked, sticking her head in, “don’t you know people are trying to sleep?”


  “My apologies, Brooke. We shouldn’t let the psychological recovery of your sister interfere with something as crucial as your rest.”


  I would have continued on, but she was gone before I got revved up. She slammed the door, too, but only after she called me a bitch.


  “Oh dear, poor Brooke,” said Robin, all signs of laughter disappearing.


  “Poor Brooke, nothing,” I said, filling the mugs with coffee and handing one to Robin. “You have the right to laugh.”


  “I heard her come in at three last night. She must be exhausted.”


  “Maybe it’s time poor Brooke thought about you a bit. Maybe you’re the one who needs special attention and care. Maybe there are more important things in this world than Brooke and her stupid career as a vacuous face on the cover of a vapid magazine.”


  From the look on Robin’s face, I’d gone too far again.


  It took two cups of coffee, a bit of cinnamon roll and a lot of soothing talk before she smiled again. We patched up the makeup and she gave my hand a little squeeze.


  “I know it’s hard for you to be so nice and patient, Cam. Thanks.”


  “Well, anyway, at least you look okay in case what’s-his-name shows up.”


  Before heading back to the office, I straightened up the room.


  In the process I knocked over Robin’s purse. I did my best to replace everything in some kind of order, but after a while I gave up and piled in the chewing gum packages, notes, stamps, eye shadows, pens and other stuff. At least the banana was gone.


  The writing on the last note caught my eye. Rudy Wendtz, it said. Nothing else.


  I looked over at Robin.


  “He might not come,” she said.


  “He’ll come.”


  “Maybe not.”


  “Even supposing he doesn’t come, which he will, you still got yourself fixed up and you look very nice and fresh and I’m sure you feel a lot more comfortable.”


  I didn’t mention finding Rudy Wendtz’s name in her purse. I would ask Robin about Rudy Wendtz when the time was right. She smiled a little bit when I left.


  All the way home, I thought about that note. What was it doing there? How did Robin know about Rudy? Had she known him before she got summoned to Mitzi’s suite?


  
    * * *
  


  The next day, there was no Alvin in the office. While getting rid of him had been my major preoccupation not too long ago, now I was bothered by his continuing, unexplained absence.


  A plain brown envelope with my name typed on it lay on the floor next to the door. I picked it up and tossed it onto the desk.


  Alvin hadn’t been in to pick it up. Another strike against him. Still, his absence meant I could get to the phone without pushing him out of the way.


  I called Ted Beamish.


  “Now?” he said. “It’s not even ten o’clock. I can’t just disappear on the taxpayers’ nickel.”


  “Make up the time,” I said, trying to sound like I must be obeyed, “we’re talking someone’s mental health here.”


  “I was planning on dropping in to see Robin on my lunch or after work. I was going to call first.”


  “Don’t wait. Don’t call. Go now.”


  After a pause, he said, “All right. I guess I can do that.”


  “But first,” I said, “tell me what you found out schmoozing the girls at Robin’s office and the Food Bank and the Humane Society.”


  “Well, not that much. No one at the Humane Society knew anything. They were just worried about who was looking after her cats.”


  And well they should be, I thought.


  “At the office, I schmoozed the girls as you suggested. They seemed to feel Robin had been under some kind of strain for about a week or so. No one knew what, she just seemed very worried and distracted.”


  “For a week?”


  “Thereabouts. No one’s sure. And they can’t link it to anything. But they’d been talking about it themselves even before the murder.”


  “Hmm. You got a contact there now you could just call for a bit of information?”


  “Sure.”


  “See if you can find out if she received any calls from her sister.”


  “The model?”


  “The one and only.”


  “She’s kind of self-focused, isn’t she? I hear it’s all me, myself and I.”


  “You got it.”


  “Let me think, what else,” he added. “Right, the Food Bank. I tracked down two of the other volunteers who were on with Robin last week. One of them remembers her being very distressed, very distracted. It turns out this was the night before the murder. Something happened to her that day. This person didn’t know. But she might have told someone else. A close friend.”


  I shook my head. I was her closest friend, and she hadn’t confided in me. Probably because she couldn’t reach me. If only I’d been at the office when she called. If only I’d intercepted her at the Harmony before she went into Mitzi’s suite. If only…”


  Ted’s voice interrupted me.


  “Well? What do you think?”


  “Good stuff. Well, you should head off now. Robin needs you.”


  I noted a trace of resentment in his good-bye.


  Job number two was to find that little twerp, Alvin, and drag him back to indentured labour where he belonged. Or set him loose and find someone who could do the job. Yes. I could fire him for deserting his post.


  I ripped Alvin’s file from the drawer and found his address. While I was searching for a pen and a piece of paper on the desk, I spotted the plain brown envelope again Probably his notice, and he was too chicken to give it in person, I thought as I ripped it open. Inside was a single sheet of white bond. Sammy Dash, it said, DOB 29/03/58, no outstanding warrants. Previously convicted of possession of cannabis. Did not serve time. Several charges of assault on former girlfriend, later dropped. Suspected of involvement in cocaine traffic. Never charged.


  Sammy’s address was included too. Well, well. Thanks, Merv.


  When I found the pencil and paper, I copied Sammy’s address along with Alvin’s. I also cast a guilty glance at the pile of work. It seemed to me it had taken on an eerie, green glow and was beginning to pulsate a bit.


  I’ll get to you, I said. The phone was ringing as I skipped out of the office.


  
    * * *
  


  Alvin was surprised to see me. Perhaps because I was leaning against his doorbell and had been doing so for five minutes. There was some interesting graffiti on the walls, and the corridor had a faint scent of illegal substances.


  “Camilla,” he said, “What are you doing here?”


  “Looking for you. What the hell do you think?”


  “Gee. That is a surprise. Come on in.”


  A surprise.


  “I thought maybe you were dead. But, of course, that may have just been wishful thinking.”


  “I wasn’t expecting you. The place is a bit of a mess.”


  The place was less of a mess than I would have expected.


  “I’ll get you some tea,” he said and disappeared from the room before I could tell him he was fired.


  I headed for the sofa with the leopard-skin covering, passing the ancient refrigerator, painted silver, which was the focal point of the living area. There was no other furniture in the room, unless you counted the CD player and the chrome coat rack holding Alvin’s best studded black leather jacket. Or the toilet with the exuberant ivy growing out of it. No sign of the mess Alvin had alluded to, although it was hard to tell if the walls were clean or not, since they were painted black. The same applied to the floor, which was a giant abstract painting of household appliances and cleaning products, with a high-gloss finish. On a wall it would have been a mural. Was it a flooral? I wondered.


  I had to sit down, since standing on the flooral gave me the feeling of hurtling through space.


  The Hammerheads blasted from the sound system at about 100 decibels, so I decided to fire Alvin in the kitchen and avoid the tea thing altogether. On the way, I discovered the mess.


  The large table in the dining “ell” was covered with magazines, newspapers, print-outs and cassettes. More were stacked on the ground. Sheets from flip charts had been ripped off and taped to the walls. Each contained long lists of names under different headings, like Femme Fatale, the local satirical magazine Peeping Tom and its relatives in other cities, and Mitzi’s broadcasts. There were also lists by type. Alvin had cross-referenced many of the names from one list to another.


  So that’s what he’d been doing. It was going to be tough to fire the miserable little creature now.


  “How are things at the office?” Alvin emerged with a silver tray carrying an old pink and gold china tea pot, creamer and sugar bowl and two cups and saucers, with tiny silver spoons. He passed me in the ell and plunked himself down cross-legged on the floor, leaving me to decide whether I would join him or perch on the sofa like a fool.


  I picked the sofa. The floor made me dizzy.


  “Well,” he said, looking up, “you got here just in time. I’m at the last list. Some interesting stuff is showing up there. We’ll have our tea and then see if you can find the most important patterns.”


  “Sure,” I said, adding, “beautiful tea set.”


  “Thanks, it was my grandmother’s Anniversary Rose. Mom gave it to me when I left. She figured it’d just get broken by the other kids at home. I think it adds a nicely jarring note of discontinuity with the floor, don’t you?”


  “Indeed,” I said, as Alvin poured my tea.


  “So, where did you get this very interesting floor design?”


  He looked at me with surprise. “I painted it, of course. What did you think that I did with my spare time?”


  I hesitated to mention I’d thought he spent his spare time frying his tiny brain with chemicals. Instead I said, “Beautifully done, Alvin. Tremendous precision, especially with the electric can openers.”


  Was it my imagination, or did the faintest trace of a blush cross Alvin’s chalky cheeks?


  When the tea was finished, we moved to the dining room to inspect the project.


  Sure enough, there were patterns all right. Alvin’s list entitled Key Targets identified them by type.


  Women Politicians, Royalty, Television Personalities, Singers, Actors and Models, and Anyone Fat were the headings Alvin had picked.


  “Everyone she ever targeted in print or broadcast fits into one or more of these categories,” he explained.


  “I guess people like to see the powerful and popular get skewered. It gives them a sense of superiority if the winners have warts.”


  “Right,” said Alvin. “Look at the tabloids the next time you’re in the supermarket. They’ll give you tremendous insights into human nature.”


  I considered the spectre of Alvin in the grocery store.


  There were few surprises when we reviewed the lists. Each name had a check mark for every time Alvin had found a reference to that person in print or on air, he explained.


  “It wasn’t easy getting video copies of her broadcasts,” he said. “You’ll have to reimburse me for some expenses encountered by a certain individual in getting them.”


  I opened my mouth to speak.


  “In cash,” he added.


  I let that pass and noted that Deb Goodhouse had thirteen checkmarks, compared to one or two for most of the others. Alvin had circled her name in red marker.


  On the media list Jo Quinlan was also circled in red, no doubt because of the nineteen checkmarks.


  “Almost every show and every ‘Zits’ article had a little dig about Jo Q.,” Alvin said.


  Nothing much of interest in the Singers and Actors list. A country-style singer had three checks by her name, as did an east coast pop fiddler. A great lady of Canadian theatre merited two. The initials B.F. were the last on the list with a question mark and a cross reference to the lists labelled Models, General Gossip and Coming Soon.


  Brooke Findlay’s name appeared on all three.


  I walked back into the black living room and poured myself another cup of Earl Grey.


  


  Ten


  I spent the evening examining the many complex lists compiled by Alvin, trying to find a few other leads. By midnight, I gave up. Jo Quinlan and Deb Goodhouse were still on my own, and they’d been joined by Brooke Findlay.


  Brooke, according to Alvin’s mysterious sources, had been lined up in Mitzi’s sights, scheduled for a special treatment in the coming months.


  “Why?” I’d asked.


  He’d shrugged. “Unclear about that. Lot of shifty looks and sly remarks.”


  “Like what?”


  “Like ‘Ask Rudy, if you have the guts.’”


  “What’s that supposed to mean? Is this guy supposed to scare me?”


  “I don’t know. He scares everyone else.”


  “Give me a break. Do I have to drag every little bit of information out of you?”


  “Okay, okay. He’s supposed to be like some kind of major supplier, you know.”


  “You sure?”


  Rays from the only light in the room glinted off Alvin’s black cat’s eye glasses. Coupled with the pointer in his hand, he looked like a deranged fairy godmother.


  “Don’t be dense. That’s the word on the street. Big time. And too hot to handle. Nobody tangles with Rudy Wendtz.”


  “Hmmm.”


  
    * * *
  


  All night I dreamed about killing Brooke Findlay in a variety of satisfying ways. In my dreams, justice prevailed and I found myself serving a ten-year sentence of Family Dinners. I jerked awake at eight o’clock when the phone rang.


  “Dinner tonight,” Edwina said. “My place. Don’t try to weasel out of it.”


  My God, it was starting.


  “I won’t resist, Edwina. Will it be a long one?”


  Silence drifted back to me over the phone.


  “What time,” I asked, assuming she was still on the line, “and are you sending a guard for me?”


  “Very funny. Stan will pick you up at six thirty.”


  “All right.”


  “And, Camilla.”


  “Yes?”


  “Do not, and I mean this, do not provoke Alexa.”


  “Moi?” I asked.


  But she’d already hung up.


  
    * * *
  


  It was after nine when I stepped out of the shower and dried my hair. I decided not to wait until I got to the office to make my first call.


  “Oh sure,” said Merv. “I’ll just drop everything and find out about this guy for you. I was just sitting here waiting for your call anyway.”


  “Very funny, Merv. But I’ll understand if you abandon Robin to her fate. Pressures of work. Nothing to be done about it.”


  Merv made some sort of animal noise before he hung up.


  It sounded promising to me.


  I was wearing my pumps and my best court suit. I took my camera, just in case I needed it, and my Nikes, just in case I had a chance to walk somewhere.


  One last call before leaving.


  “She’s asleep,” Mr. Findlay whispered.


  “How’s she doing?”


  “A bit better. She had a visit from a very nice young man yesterday. Seemed to cheer her up. Maybe you could call a bit later in the mornings. Brooke needs to rest until eleven.”


  I let the Brooke remark slide. At least Ted had done his Boy Scout bit and visited Robin.


  As I stepped into the hallway, it occurred to me a photo of the cats might cheer Robin. I opened the door, said the magic words “Meow Mix”, and snapped the six of them as they whipped into sight.


  “So long, guys,” I said, closing the door and almost tripping over Mrs. Parnell’s walker.


  She opened her pursed-up mouth to say something.


  “Smile for the birdie,” I squawked, as I clicked the shutter.


  Darned if she didn’t blush.


  I left for work with a good plan for the day. Beaver through the Benning file then move on to see Rudy Wendtz, as soon as he might be awake. I decided on eleven as the trend.


  When I pulled into Rudy Wendtz’s driveway, I had to admit to myself that not one word of the Benning brief had made it past my eyes and into my brain, where it could have done some good. Tomorrow, I promised myself.


  It was the perfect spring morning, bright yellow sun, bright blue sky, bright tulips in many colours. The temperature was a bright twenty degrees and climbing. The teal wool suit, although bright, was beginning to feel hot and scratchy, and it crossed my mind that I should get some new warm-weather clothes. But first things first.


  Rudy Wendtz was polishing off breakfast in his conservatory which overlooked the canal. Very pleasant. His cotton terry robe had set him back a couple of hundred bucks. His bare feet were resting on a leather ottoman as he lounged in a leather chair, enjoying his breakfast cigarette.


  Wendtz was large. Under the terrycloth robe lay long, powerful muscles. The presence of exercise machines and weights in the room may have contributed to the impression. There were no plants in this conservatory, but then you can’t have everything.


  He didn’t get up when I was shown in by the large, lumpy individual who answered the door. Just studied me from behind semi-closed lids, while he blew out smoke. From the look on his face, I would rate about a 2 on a good day.


  I didn’t care. Rudy didn’t rate too high with me, either.


  I could see why Mitzi had kept him, though. He had a certain something, in that he was well over six feet and he radiated power. He looked as though he hadn’t shaved for several days, and he had a serious case of bedhead. His eyes were the eyes of a snake, and perhaps that’s why he looked dangerous.


  “Yeah?” he said.


  “Good morning,” I trilled. “How are you today?”


  “I’m doing okay,” he said.


  I didn’t doubt it. The three-story brick house, with its location on the Queen Elizabeth Driveway and its view of the sparkling canal, its long, green lawn, its conservatory and its God knows what else, must have set him back a few bucks. The black Mercedes in the driveway was a good indicator, too.


  “Terrific,” I chirped. “I wonder if you can help me?”


  “Maybe.”


  “Great. You see my friend, Robin Findlay, was unfortunate enough to find the body of Mitzi Brochu, who I understand was a friend of yours. The police are being quite difficult about this, and I thought that I would chat with people involved and try to find out something that could help a bit.”


  I beamed at him.


  The large, lumpy individual poured out a mug of coffee for Wendtz. They both looked at me.


  “Oh lovely,” I said. “I take mine with just a bit of cream.”


  Glances heavy with meaning were exchanged before Large-and-Lumpy lumbered off. He returned with a black mug for me, filled it and added some cream. He looked like he was measuring my neck for a garotte.


  “Mmm,” I said, taking a sip. “I hear you were great friends.”


  “Who do you hear that from?”


  “Oh, here and there, everyone seems to know.”


  “Do they?”


  “Mmmm. Yes, they do. Wonderful coffee.”


  “My special blend,” said Large-and-Lumpy, with a shy pride.


  “Just great,” I said.


  “And a bit of French roast.”


  “Good enough to market,” I said, thinking I had made a friend.


  “I don’t think I can do much for you, Miss Um…?


  “Oh, I’m sure you can, Mr. Wendtz.”


  He turned the full force of his snake eyes on me. I sipped a bit more coffee and smiled.


  “You see, I think that whatever Mitzi was working on might be the key to her murder. I know she was a very good friend of yours, but she seemed to alienate a good many people with her work.”


  Wendtz lit another cigarette, and Large-and-Lumpy looked at me with understanding. I felt certain that Mitzi had alienated him, all right.


  “I don’t know what she was working on.”


  “You don’t?” I said, gazing with disappointment into my empty mug.


  “No.”


  “That’s too bad.”


  Large-and-Lumpy moved around my chair and refilled my mug. I beamed at him like a soul mate.


  “We didn’t mix business and pleasure,” Wendtz said, shooting a bit of smoke in my direction.


  “A shame.”


  He shrugged. This was a man born to shrug.


  “There are some local people who were singled out by Mitzi for persistent treatment. I wondered if you might know whether they were targets for coming articles. It’s possible that one of them might have snapped. You see, I’m sure my friend couldn’t have done it. She’s too gentle and soft. She spends her time in the soup kitchens and feeding stray cats and rescuing other people.”


  “Sorry, I can’t help you,” Wendtz said. His sneer might have been intended as a smile, but he lacked the practice.


  “What about Deb Goodhouse?”


  “What about her?”


  “Mitzi slammed her often enough. Was she in the works?”


  “I don’t know.”


  “Jo Quinlan then. She was a favourite target.”


  Was that a flicker that passed between Wendtz and my new friend?


  Wendtz looked at his watch, which was large and Swiss and cost more than my car. He looked back at me. I smiled.


  A pregnant cloud of silence hung in the air.


  I think Wendtz was getting ready to splatter me all over the wall when I stood up.


  “Sorry, gentlemen,” I said, “you are excellent company and I am tempted to spend the morning here with you in idle chatter, but I have important work to do, and I cannot allow you to entice me away from it.”


  Large-and-Lumpy nodded. Wendtz looked at both of us in disbelief.


  At the door I turned. “Oh, and Brooke Findlay, was there any connection between her and Mitzi?”


  Bingo. Large-and-Lumpy gawked at me, more in sorrow than anger. Just as well, because enough rage flashed across Wendtz’s face for both of them. Most people get hot when they’re angry. Wendtz radiated coldness. I felt my body temperature drop, even in the thrill of finding a connection between Rudy Wendtz and Brooke Findlay.


  Now we’re cooking, I thought, as I reached for the door to let myself out.


  Large-and-Lumpy beat me to it.


  “You shouldn’t of said that,” he whispered as I left.


  
    * * *
  


  I wasn’t one block away from the house when a car pulled up beside me. A portable flashing light was perched on its roof. McCracken was inside.


  I pulled over, surprised at how my heart was thumping. Large-and-Lumpy, for all our instant rapport, had made me very, very edgy. To say nothing of his keeper.


  McCracken’s laid-back good humour was eclipsed by a somber stiffness. It didn’t look right on him. Big men like that should be good-natured and outgoing.


  “What the hell are you doing at Wendtz’s place?” he asked, leaning over my window.


  “What you should be doing, McCracken. Investigating.”


  “You’d better leave that to us.”


  “Glad to, if you’d do your job and arrest a certain well-known member of the underworld who we both know probably offed the victim with a smile on his face. Instead of badgering gentle cat lovers to their grave.”


  “He didn’t do it.”


  “Of course, he did it. And we both know it. And I’m going to prove it while you sit on your duff.”


  McCracken’s eyes bulged. “Interfere with this case any more…”


  “What any more?”


  “…and I’ll arrest you, for all kinds of interesting things.”


  “I’d enjoy that, McCracken. We’d both make a splash in the media.”


  McCracken stood up. “Hang around Wendtz and you’ll make the papers all right. Some sad little missing persons announcement. Use your brains on this one, for God’s sake.”


  He started back to his car. I knew he hated to ask me about Alexa, and I wondered how long he could hold out.


  Not long. He turned and walked back.


  “You know, you may have stirred something up here. Who knows what you’re going to have to deal with as a result. These guys are pretty dangerous. Here’s my home number in case you ever have to get in touch with me. It’s unlisted. Any time you need help or advice.” It must have hurt him to say that, his jaw was so tense. “And if you want to pass it on to your sister, that’s okay too.”


  
    * * *
  


  I parked in the open air lot on O’Connor and walked a couple of blocks to the joke shop. Not as fancy as wherever Stan gets his stuff, but it took my mind off the Benning brief for a little longer, and gave me a chance to chuckle my way out of the chill created by Rudy Wendtz.


  The office phone was ringing when I returned with my purchases. Someone persistent enough to keep trying while I fiddled with the key and let myself in.


  “Where the hell do you go in that little office that it takes you seventeen rings to answer the phone? Just tell me that.”


  “Temper, temper, Merv. You don’t want to have a stroke.”


  “Right. If my doctor knew about you, he’d put you on a list with cheap whisky and cigarettes and french fries.


  Health hazard.”


  “My secret ambition, Merv.”


  “I’ll bet it is, too. Listen, I didn’t call you just to chew the fat. There’s a point.”


  “Get to it then, Merv.”


  I could hear him exhale.


  “This guy Wendtz. He is major bad news. Remain as far away as you can from him. Do not meddle. He is connected.


  He is into some very bad stuff. Capish?”


  “Point taken. Of course, you’re a bit too late.”


  “Christ, Camilla. You got a death wish or something? Half the police forces in this country, including our own, have an eye on this guy, and there’s you sticking your little pointed nose in.”


  “Don’t exaggerate, Merv. My nose is not pointed. And if so many police forces, including our own, have so much interest, how come they don’t nail him for Mitzi’s murder, which he committed? Tell me that.”


  “They’d sell their souls to nail him for Mitzi’s murder, they just happen to know he didn’t do it.”


  “Yeah, right, and how do they know that? Were they with him at the time?”


  “Jeez, that’s just it. They were. The guy was under surveillance the whole night. He’s been the subject of a major drug investigation. He wasn’t out of their sight for two minutes. Some alibi, eh? Half the members in this town can swear he didn’t do it.”


  It was my turn to be quiet, and when I spoke again it was through clenched teeth.


  “I don’t care what your mounties saw or think they saw, Merv, this guy’s involved in this killing. Maybe he didn’t do it himself, but I bet he made it happen. The local boys never even followed up properly on that blow-up he had with Mitzi the night before she was killed. I saw his face today when I mentioned Brooke Findlay. There’s a connection. And according to my sources, Mitzi was about to do a real number on Brooke. That’s why Robin’s reacting the way she is.”


  “What did Robin ever do to end up in a family like that?”


  “Unlucky, I guess.”


  “Can’t you talk some sense into her?”


  “I’ll try, now that I have a bit of ammunition.”


  But I had two calls to make first.


  Lunch at the Harmony was an experience to soothe your soul. The music soothed. Chopin’s Nocturnes. The wine soothed. California chardonnay. The food soothed. Shrimp and scallops, with basmati rice and four perfect bitsy witsy vegetables. Richard Sandes didn’t soothe, although he might have wanted to. Just the opposite. I could feel my heart going boom-bitty-boom underneath my teal suit.


  “You look different today. What’s up?” he asked.


  I smiled at him and kept my dirty thoughts to myself.


  “Just excitement, I guess.”


  “Excitement?”


  I looked into Richard’s brown eyes. This was a man you could bare your soul to. I explained about Wendtz and Large-and-Lumpy and about McCracken and what Merv had said, leaving out the bitchy things that I, myself, had said. But he didn’t react the way I wanted.


  “For God’s sake. Why do you want to take these chances?”


  I looked at him in surprise. “Because I want to end Robin’s involvement once and for all by finding out what really happened.”


  He sighed. “And if it turns out that her sister, as miserable as you say she is, is involved, do you think your friend will thank you?”


  I shot him a black look, because, of course, he had identified my greatest fear.


  He laughed.


  “What are you laughing at?” I snapped. “You’re not supposed to laugh when someone looks at you like that.”


  I expected him to stop at that, but he didn’t. After a minute of shaking, he picked up the soft apricot napkin and wiped his eyes with it.


  “Hehehehehe!” he said.


  “Oh shut up, you remind me of a set of teeth I once knew.”


  “I’m sorry,” he said, giving his eyes one last wipe, “I know I shouldn’t have laughed like that. If anyone knows this horrible case is serious, it should be me. I’m still dealing with the brass over it. God knows if I’ll even keep my job from one day to the other. So I’d like the whole thing cleared up just as much as you would.”


  “Oh, good,” I said, “so why are you laughing then, if it’s so goddam serious, as far as you’re concerned?”


  “It’s just the thought of you, in your little teal suit, with the bit of cat hair on the sleeve,” he reached over and plucked it off as he was speaking, “it’s just the thought of you backing these guys into a corner. I mean, I’ve seen Wendtz, the guy’s huge, and these other guys, Large and Lumpy and McCracken…” He started to laugh again.


  “Large-and-Lumpy,” I said, with a great deal of dignity, “is only one person.”


  But I had lost him again.


  I sat there with my lips pursed until he was finished.


  “Sorry, sorry,” he wheezed a bit later. “I can’t help it. Maybe it’s the tiny little pumps. I just see you standing there waving your fist and barking at these guys, and they’re huddling…”


  “Size six,” I said, “not tiny little pumps. And none of these guys were huddling. Richard, I thought you were on my side.”


  “I am. Oh, I am. And once I get past the funny side, I have to make the point that you should leave it to the police. They know what they’re doing.”


  “They do not know what they’re doing, or they wouldn’t be so interested in Robin as a suspect. They would not be denying that Wendtz was involved, and they would not be sitting on their butts.”


  “Whoa,” he said. “I agree they’re off base about Robin. You only have to see her once to know that. She reminded me a bit of my wife, totally incapable of hurting any living thing. I bet she opens the door to escort spiders from the premises.”


  I had seen Robin do that. But what was this wife thing?


  I stared across the table at Richard, his Belgian chocolate eyes, still a bit damp, his lean brown hands that I usually couldn’t stop watching, his bony good looks and gentle manner. I felt a sharp pain behind my rib cage. It was time to face the music.


  “Your wife?”


  “Mmm,” he said.


  “I have to know about your wife. I have to know, are you still married? As we speak.”


  Richard stared into the crumpled peach napkin in his hand as if the answer were printed there. It took a while for the words to come.


  “Yes,” he said, “we are.”


  I felt my head swimming. The small, smothered rational part of my being tried to tell me it didn’t matter. I wasn’t over Paul yet. I’d only known Richard a short time, he was too old, the circumstances under which I’d met him had been too gruesome, I’d known all along he had a family. But none of it helped.


  I clutched the tablecloth and held on. I kept telling myself it didn’t matter.


  “I’m sorry, God, I keep saying I’m sorry today. I should have told you our story right from the start. But I thought you were just passing through. And I still find it painful to talk about. Still, that’s no excuse for not being straight with you.”


  I waited, my fingers white.


  “I am still married. My wife is in a psychiatric institution suffering from profound depression. Her state is catatonic. No one knows if she will come out of it. But if she does, we will be together again, so I guess I should be upfront about that. I love her and I miss her.”


  I nodded, hoping my mouth didn’t twist too much.


  “The doctors don’t hold out too much hope. But I hope anyway. Her facility is a good one, and it’s a little bit closer to Ottawa than to Toronto, which was why I asked for this transfer. It’s also why I’m usually out of town on my days off.”


  “I’m sorry to hear about your wife. Has she been sick long?”


  “A year and a half. She never got over our daughter’s death. She just couldn’t admit it happened.”


  You could feel the pain emanating from him. The lines in his face that I’d found so sexy, I now realized were mementos of anguish. I hated to ask him anything else. And yet, I knew that this moment of candour wouldn’t come again with Richard.


  “Your daughter…”


  “She was so beautiful, just like her mother, but she had some medical problems that affected her heart, and one day it just gave out. Twenty-four years old and everything ahead of her. Beautiful. Masters degree from University of Toronto. Engaged. A wedding planned. And one day, it just stopped.”


  “I’m sorry.”


  “Look, I should have told you this right away, but I had no idea that there would be anything between us.”


  “Don’t worry about it,” I heard myself say, “it’s not like we made some kind of commitment or anything. A couple of meals together doesn’t make a relationship.”


  “I hope we can still have lunch from time to time.”


  “Of course,” I said, reaching out to pat his hand, a most un-Camilla-like gesture. “I knew you had a family, Richard, right from the start, from the photo in your office.” I didn’t bother to mention that I had hoped they’d been sliced from his life by divorce. A part of the past. “We can have lunch anytime you want. Nothing’s changed.”


  But something had changed.


  “Good,” he said.


  “Look, before I get back to work, which is piling up, I just want to know if I can talk to the maid who was in the hallway the day of Mitzi’s death.”


  He started to say something negative, I could tell.


  “Maybe she heard something or saw something. Oh sure, I know the police probably questioned her, but I’d like to try again.”


  Richard’s grin returned.


  “Well, good luck. I hope you do better than the police. That particular employee is a very recent refugee from El Salvador. She speaks very little English, just enough to follow her instructions for work, and even there I think the housekeeper has to use a little show and tell.”


  “I’m one hell of a mime.”


  “I bet you are. Well, I’ll get you her name and work schedule, and you can give it a shot.”


  We said good-bye in the aqua foyer, and I stepped outside and waved. Richard stood and watched me go. It wasn’t until I was out of his sight that I let myself slump a bit.


  Sure, Richard would continue to be a friend. Kind of a Merv with manners. But the easy comfort with the sexy underpinnings had been destroyed. And let’s face it, I told myself, friendship was not what drew me to Richard in the first place. Anyway, if I wanted companionship, I had the damn cats.


  


  Eleven


  It had been quite a full day, what with meeting Wendtz under his rock and Richard’s revelation about his wife. My head was full of whirling information, and I wanted to flake out right after work.


  But first I had to endure dinner with the family. And the cats were restless. Not only swarming me as soon as I got through the door, but causing me trouble even before that.


  As I fumbled with my key, I heard my neighbour, Mrs. Parnell, coming out of her apartment.


  Hurry, I urged myself, hurry, hurry, hurry, hurreeee, but I wasn’t fast enough.


  “Ms. MacPhee,” she said, leaning forward on her walker in a menacing way, “meowing sounds continue to be heard coming from your apartment.” She took a triumphant drag from her cigarette in its majestic holder.


  “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I shouted, hoping to drown out the cat noises. “We’ve had this discussion before.”


  “I think you do know what I’m talking about.”


  “Meowing sounds? That’s very peculiar, since I dislike animals.”


  “Sounds like cats to me.”


  “Cats?”


  “Yes,” she snapped. “Cats, not a difficult concept to grasp for one with seven years university education, Ms. MacPhee.”


  “Well, Mrs. Parnell, I’ve been leaving the TV on to discourage burglars. Perhaps that is what you heard. Unless, of course, it is, as I suggested before, certain musical numbers you choose to play which have distinctive…um, feline tones to them.”


  Mrs. Parnell didn’t rise to the bait this time. Perhaps because a long, low cat yowl drifted from behind the door, accompanied by some scratching.


  “Are you in the habit of keeping your television by the doorway, Ms. MacPhee? No, don’t bother to make up some pathetic premise to explain that sound. But allow me to remind you that this is a building with a policy that pets will not be allowed to disturb tenants. You have agreed to that in your lease, which, correct me if I’m wrong, is a legal document.” She banged her walker as she spat out the last two words. “And somehow I doubt that the sound of cats yowling and scratching will be an effective deterrent to burglars.” With her distinctive, pointed chin held high, she teetered back into her apartment, showing a lot more dignity than I did.


  I managed to open the door and slip in before any cats flew into the corridor, confirming my guilt. Then they were all over me, rubbing and yarling and jumping on the furniture to get a little closer. I went straight to the kitchen, opened the last few tins of Meow Mix and scooped it into their dishes. They dived, whooshed and, in the case of the little three-coloured one, waddled to the dishes.


  That gave me a breather to soak in a very deep, very hot apricot-scented bubble bath. After their dinner, they more or less ignored me, which was fine with all of us. Except the calico, who decided to join me in the bathroom. She swayed in, took a long look at the tub and somehow managed to fly through the air and land just on the edge, where she promenaded back and forth, her belly swaying. She took the opportunity from time to time to swipe at the bubbles and give me long, meaningful looks.


  “Don’t look at me like that,” I told her.


  I ditched the teal suit in favour of a casual aqua cotton knit top and skirt Donalda had given me for my birthday. Of course, I had to lift the calico cat off and give the top a shake before I could put it on.


  “You’re eating too much, you weigh a ton. Get any bigger and you’ll need your own apartment. Not that it’s such a bad idea.”


  She just settled down on my bedspread and purred at me.


  I finished off my look, if you can call it that, by yanking a comb through my hair and slashing on a bit of pinkish lipstick. Just enough to keep the family off my back about my appearance.


  I picked up the bag from the joke shop and I was ready to go. The little three-coloured cat rubbed against my ankles, purring. The others were dozing on the newspaper, snoozing on my teal jacket and lounging on my pillow.


  
    * * *
  


  “Stan,” I said, with a shark-like smile, “wonderful to see you.”


  He shot a little glance of surprise at my unfamiliar good mood.


  “Good evening, Camilla.”


  As I slid into the passenger’s seat of the LeSabre, clutching the bag from the joke shop, I neglected to check for strange bulges on the seat. Too late. Rude noises from the Whoopee Cushion filled the car. Tears of joy filled Stan’s eyes.


  “Your diet, Camilla,” he said, chortling, “you’ve got to do something about your diet.”


  I just sat there, thinking, I’ll give you something to chortle about, Stan.


  “Your sisters,” Stan said, when he managed to get a grip on himself, “your sisters are very, very concerned about you. You’re never in your office. You’re never at home. You’re cranky and distracted. They’re going to want to talk to you about it. Please try to be mature and understanding,” said Stan, as we drove south to Nepean.


  Mature and understanding? Fine words from Mr. Whoopee Cushion, I thought.


  “Sure,” I said, “just watch me.”


  The highlight of the evening was Edwina’s reaction when she saw the fake cigarette burn on her newly upholstered sofa.


  The package directions instructed: Place the cigarette burn on the table or other places and watch the fun. Great joke at a party. The package directions did not lie. Stan’s the only smoker, and he picked up a few bruises before Edwina caught on to the joke. Let’s just say, there was a chill in the air for the rest of the evening. Even the rubber chocolates I seeded in the candy dish weren’t quite such a hit afterwards.


  
    * * *
  


  Stan drove me home and waited while I opened the main door to the foyer. I was still smiling to myself over the way dinner had gone.


  Stan seemed a bit aloof, even if he did his duty and made sure I got into the building safely.


  “Don’t worry about it, Stan. Your bruises will fade. And nothing much can happen to me here.”


  A look of what seemed like regret flicked over his face.


  I was humming as I walked down the corridor to my apartment. Until I saw the cats in the hallway.


  The door was open. Just an inch or two. But enough. I scooped up the black one and the ginger tom and tossed them through the door. How the hell did they get the door open? I hoped it hadn’t been opened by the Super, following a complaint from you know who.


  I tossed the two cats through the door and went back for the white one with the black paws and the grey Persian, who showed remarkable energy in escaping from me. Once I had captured them, I looked around. No more cats in the hallway.


  The three-coloured one and the tabby must be still inside, I decided. Unless. Unless they had oozed into someone else’s apartment or gotten on an elevator.


  The calico was snoozing on the sofa. It was only when I got to the bedroom that I spotted the tabby lying on the pillow, her neck at a strange angle.


  No, it can’t be, I told myself, edging closer, heart thudding. But it was.


  The tabby was dead. Still warm but dead, her neck snapped. A note was attached to her collar.


  “Butt out,” it said.


  My hands shook as I picked up the phone to call the police. McCracken was off duty. I dug around in my suit skirt pocket for the number he’d given me.


  McCracken’s phone rang ten times before he picked it up. It gave me time to watch my hands shake and to feel the pulse in my ears. Someone had violated my apartment. Entered my space and contaminated it. Killed a defenceless, trusting animal to make a vicious point. Now I had something else not to butt out about.


  I was about to slam down the receiver when McCracken answered, breathless and hopeful.


  “Sorry to let you down, Sergeant,” I said, “but I think I’ll take you up on your offer of help.”


  Fifteen minutes later he was sitting on the sofa, looking tense as a high wire.


  “Sorry,” he said, “they just make me nervous.”


  “You’d better be careful. You keep stiffening your neck like that, and you’ll be at the chiropractor’s tomorrow.”


  “Can’t you do something with them?”


  I looked at the five remaining cats. They didn’t appear to be grief-stricken. The black one was leaning against McCracken’s calf, I guess because the Persian had already captured his feet and seemed to be dozing on them. The ginger Tom was facing McCracken on the sofa, purring at him aggressively. As I watched, the white cat with the black paws made a leap for his lap. Meanwhile, on the back of the sofa, the little three-coloured one paraded back and forth, making sure the tip of her tail brushed the back of McCracken’s neck every time she turned around.


  The rich sound of purring resonated in the room.


  “I’m sorry,” I said, “nothing I can do. They’re out of control.”


  “I think I’m about to go out of control myself,” said McCracken.


  “Maybe if you had a drink?”


  “Yeah,” he muttered, “that might help.”


  McCracken had earned his drink. He’d already checked under my bed and in my closets and shower, where a murderer might hide. I didn’t have the heart to tell him I’d already checked for murderers. But I appreciated the attempt.


  “So,” I said, after handing him a double dose of scotch.


  I had one myself.


  McCracken was sipping his scotch with a small smile on his face, showing no sign of wanting to pursue the required conversation.


  “So,” I said. Firmly, this time.


  McCracken looked up from the scotch and gave me his full attention.


  “I don’t know what to tell you,” he said. “My guess is that you stirred up a certain amount of trouble when you started nosing around in the whole mess.”


  “Thanks for the advice.”


  “That’s not advice. The advice is, stop looking for trouble and let the police handle the investigation.”


  “Well, I can’t do that, can I? Since the whole reason I’m investigating is to clear my friend’s name and the police seem determined to arrest her.”


  He cleared his throat.


  “We are pursuing other inquiries now. There’s a lot of forensic evidence from the crime scene that should soon be available. That’ll speed things up. Get some action.”


  Neither one of us believed him. I would have felt a bit sorry for him if he hadn’t let Robin get dragged in to the station.


  “We have some action,” I said, pointing to the small corpse covered with my plaid wool winter scarf. “We have a dead cat.


  Now I know dead cats don’t make The National the way Mitzi did, but whoever did this thought he was delivering a powerful message.”


  “Or she,” he said. “These are modern times.”


  Or she?


  I thought about this for a minute while McCracken polished off his scotch.


  “Anyway,” he said, breaking into my thoughts, “we’ve disturbed a crime scene here. You’d better spend the night somewhere else, and I’ll get a team in here tomorrow.”


  “I’m sure they’ll be thrilled to investigate the murder of a cat.”


  “That’s why I’m not calling them out tonight. Still, it’s pretty obviously related to the Brochu murder, so we’ve got no choice.”


  “I’ll stay here.”


  “I think the scene’s been disturbed enough by both of us. It’s better if you don’t. Besides, you should get that door fixed. Do you want to sleep in an apartment where the front door’s been kicked in?”


  Normally I would spend the night with Robin in an emergency, but I couldn’t face telling her about the cat. Edwina and Donalda would drive me crazy lecturing. That left Merv, who was as bad as Edwina and Donalda. And Alexa.


  What the hell, I couldn’t keep them apart forever.


  
    * * *
  


  Half an hour later we pulled into the driveway at Alexa’s place. McCracken was still tense. Maybe it was because we were headed for Alexa’s. Maybe it was because there were five cats prowling and howling in his car.


  “Well, we’re here,” I said unnecessarily, since we were stopped in Alexa’s driveway. “You’d better stay with them while I check that she’s ready for them.”


  “Don’t be long,” he whispered.


  “Who is it?” Alexa asked from behind her door.


  “It’s your sister who called you and said she was coming right over. Remember?”


  “Yes, I remember,” she hissed, as she opened the door. “And I’ll thank you to remember if you’re asking to spend the night at my house with your five cats, that you can at least be civil to me.”


  “They’re not my cats. And I’m sorry, you’re right. I’m just tense and bitchy because a murder was committed in my home.”


  Alexa gasped. “A murder!”


  “Yes. The tabby. The reason I’m here.”


  “Oh, the cat. Really, you scared me. I thought you were talking something serious. A person. Not a cat.” She pulled her silk housecoat a bit tighter.


  “Well, it was serious to me. I found the cat murdered on my own pillow.”


  “I’m sorry. But I didn’t even know this cat.”


  I heard my voice go up an octave. “That’s not the point. The point is somebody killed the cat to give me a message. And the message was to stop investigating Mitzi Brochu’s murder.”


  “Well, I hope you’re going to. Leave that to the police,” she said, peering down the driveway. “Who’s that in the car?”


  “McCracken. Where do you plan to put the cats? Somewhere special or is it okay for them to make themselves at home on the furniture?”


  “Conn McCracken? Here?” I hate to say it, but her hands flew to her face. “I don’t have any make-up on, and I’m in my bedclothes!”


  “Well, it is bedtime. So where should he put the cats?”


  “He can’t come up here. Not while I look like this. God, I haven’t seen him for twenty-five years. I want to be prepared.”


  “Okay. But where will the cats go?”


  “I don’t care where the cats go. You just make sure that he doesn’t come up here when I’m like this. Understand?”


  Years of being a mom had given Alexa the training she needed to talk tough when necessary.


  “Right,” I said.


  Back at the car, I told McCracken, “Hand me those cats, two at a time please, and I’ll put them in the house.”


  With some difficulty, he managed to pass the ginger Tom and the black one through the window. “Doesn’t she want to…” he said.


  “I’ll be back in a tick,” I told him.


  I tossed the felines into the laundry room and jogged back for the next two.


  “Wait a minute,” McCracken whispered as I picked up the grey persian and the white-and-black.


  “Hold your horses,” I said to him, “till I get them all put away.”


  “For heaven’s sake,” Alexa said, as I rushed by her on my way to the laundry room. “Why is he still sitting out there? I look a mess.” She stared at herself in the gilt-edged hall mirror.


  I don’t know what she saw looking back at herself, because her sigh indicated some sort of desperation. I saw a woman, tall, blonde, elegant, wearing a three hundred dollar silk housecoat and still finding something to sigh about.


  “One more trip.”


  “Don’t let him in here!”


  When I took the last cat from McCracken, I asked him to pass me my overnight bag. And my camera case.


  “I can take it in for you.”


  “Not tonight, Conn. You don’t want her to see you looking like that.”


  “See me looking like what?”


  “Covered in cat hair. And if you’ll pardon my saying so, smelling like a distillery. Another time would be better.”


  It seemed to me Conn McCracken had a distinct slump as he backed out of Alexa’s driveway. I’m not sure if she got a real good look as she peered from behind the curtain.


  
    * * *
  


  Alexa still likes playing Mom. That meant at seven o’clock the next morning, I came face to face with two eggs, perfectly poached, bacon, crisp and fragrant and whole wheat toast, with a choice of marmalade or jam in little crystal bowls.


  Alexa was bustling around in an off-white silk blouse with a pair of taupe twill pants.


  “Anything else I can get for you?”


  I wasn’t sure how I would get through what was already there.


  Alexa arrived at the table with a steaming pot of fresh coffee. Up close I could see she had on her pearl earrings, a nice light make-up, a smile and distinct traces of cat hair around the ankles.


  “So,” she said, sliding into a chair and smiling at me, “do you think he’ll come back and pick you up?”


  I shook my head. “I don’t imagine he ever wants to see me again.”


  The smile dipped, but Alexa is a trooper. “I hope you’ll spend a couple of days here, at least until the police are through with your apartment. I don’t know how you can even consider going back there.”


  “It may not be much, but it’s home,” I said. “But I would appreciate you taking care of the cats until the new locks are on.”


  I thought I heard a meowing sound from behind the laundry room door.


  “Oh sure,” said Alexa. But I could tell her day was already ruined, whether from the absence of McCracken or the presence of the cats was hard to tell. “So,” she added, “I guess you won’t be talking to him.”


  “Why don’t you call him yourself?” I said, breaking down. “I have his number. I think he’d be very pleased if you did.”


  “I can’t throw myself at him!”


  I gave up at that point. Twenty minutes later, I was on my way out with the camera case slung over my shoulder.


  “Are you taking up photography again?” Alexa asked.


  “Just temporarily.”


  “That’s good. It used to drive us all crazy you snapping pictures every two minutes and catching people with their mouth full. I guess that was before…” She stopped.


  “Before Paul died” is what she stopped herself from saying.


  Back when I was playful and frisky and had a life. I’d put away my Nikon and lenses after he died. But now was a good time to dust them off again.


  Alexa dropped me off at my building to pick up the car. I didn’t even go upstairs to change. No time to spare. I spun my wheels out of the garage and made tracks toward my quarry. Starting with the early birds.


  I clicked the zoom lens and waited for Deb Goodhouse to emerge from her fashionable brick townhouse along the canal, in the part of town real estate people call the Golden Triangle. She took the time to check the front garden, for signs of new life I suppose, and never glanced my way. She looked good for that time of the day. A little red cropped blazer and a long navy skirt. I could see her red lipstick from the car. On the other hand, I was blending into the scenery. She didn’t see me snap a very good series of shots of her.


  From there, I drove out along the Parkway and crossed over the Champlain Bridge to the Chateau Cartier Sheraton on the Quebec side. I hung around the parking lot waiting for Jo Quinlan to show up for her workout. It took half an hour before the silver Toyota Supra pulled in and parked three cars away from me. Jo didn’t pay any attention to the drab little blue Mazda and its occupant and she didn’t hear the shutter clicking.


  So much for the early risers. My next stop was the Queen Elizabeth Driveway. I parked where I couldn’t be seen from the windows of Rudy Wendtz’s big place, but close enough to spot the great man coming or going. I made a point of checking around for signs of the local constabulary. But wherever McCracken was this morning, he wasn’t there.


  I got to hear a bit of This Morning on the radio while I waited. In the middle of the third interview, Wendtz emerged from the door, looked around and gave me an opportunity to zoom in on his nasty face with the three day growth of beard and the black ice eyes.


  I put the camera down and opened the city map over it to plan my route for the next stop.


  The knock on the window made me hit my head on the roof. Something that would leave a dent. Large-and-Lumpy leaned in when I opened the window.


  “Shouldn’t be here,” he said.


  I knew what he meant.


  “Mr. Wendtz won’t like it.”


  “I thought we were friends. Don’t feel you have to tell him.”


  He smiled, displaying the few teeth he had. “Take a hint,” he said as he lumbered back toward the huge house.


  I crossed my fingers and prayed he couldn’t see what I was doing as I slipped the camera out from under the map and got a couple of nice clean shots of my buddy.


  Everything was going my way. The last of the targets, Sammy Dash, showed up at his favourite market café just as I finished a tricky bit of parallel parking in front of it. I was sweating when he stalked past the Mazda.


  Click. Click. I enjoyed doing this. Stalking the stalker. He looked around to see if anyone was watching, then scratched his bum. I captured the moment for posterity. And a few other moments, too. Sammy lighting up. Sammy giving passing women the once over. I felt quite at ease. It’s amazing how invisible you are in a middle-aged blue Mazda, when the world wants to look at Porsches.


  I was glad I was so invisible when I saw who Sammy’s date was. Brooke Findlay, in an outfit that showed a lot of leg, moved up next to him, smiling and allowing her bottom to be stroked in a way that indicated they’d met before.


  I was smiling too, as I lifted the camera.


  


  Twelve


  “Thank God,” said Alvin when I trooped into the office, after lunching on a very dangerous pair of burritos. “I thought you might be dead or something when you didn’t show up for such a long time.”


  He was working on a guilt-inducing look. You’ve hurt me and I don’t expect to ever get over it, his body language said. I’d seen Mrs. Findlay pull the same routine on Robin more than once. No doubt Alvin had picked up the technique from his own mother. It was one of many things I’d missed out on.


  “Who the hell are you to talk? You vanished for days without any word at all.” The burritos put a little extra venom into my words.


  “That’s different,” he said, with his long, pointed nose in the air. “You gave me assignments, which, might I add, I completed in record time. I can’t be in two places at once. And anyway, don’t you want to know what I found out?”


  I did.


  His almond-shaped black eyes glittered as he filled me in.


  “So you can imagine,” he said, “what kind of career Brooke Findlay would have had, if Mitzi had gone ahead and printed her piece on the ‘Walk in the Woods’ woman as a serious cokehead.”


  A serious cocaine user. That explained something about Brooke’s behaviour. And her choice of friends.


  “‘The Walk in the Woods’ people would yank little Brookie’s contract in a nanosecond. Adios fame and fortune.” Alvin’s pixie smile twinkled.


  “And Mitzi knew it.”


  “You bet. And enjoyed knowing it, from what I hear. She was so pissed off about Brooke and Rudy Wendtz, she would have done anything.”


  “So Brooke had a real motive,” I said.


  “So did Wendtz.”


  And Robin, I thought, as I tried to concentrate later, how much had she known about all this? At least it was beginning to make sense. If Robin had any suspicion that Brooke was involved, there was nothing she wouldn’t do to draw attention away from it. Complete collapse, for instance. “I saw nothing,” she’d told me. And told the police. It was probably true enough as far as it went. But what did Robin think had happened in Mitzi’s room?


  Alvin seemed to take a certain pleasure in reminding me of outstanding chores.


  “A lot of people are hot on your trail,” he said, waving stacks of little yellow messages in my face.


  He was right. It was imperative that I call my contacts at the Department of Justice, at two separate provincial offices and at the City. Funding depended on it.


  “Some of those people are getting impatient.”


  “What have you been telling them?”


  “I’ve been telling them the truth, that I have no idea where you are or if or when you’re coming back. And I’ve been offering to take messages.”


  “Offering to take messages? Well, well. That is a distinct service improvement. But may I suggest that you varnish the truth somewhat when dealing with real and potential funders and supporters of Justice for Victims. Tell them something compelling, that I’m in conference, that I’m at meetings, that I’m out of town on business. Use your imagination.”


  “Fine,” he sniffed.


  “And, while I return my stack of phone calls, can you slip over to the Rideau Centre and get a film developed? And get some cat treats from the pet shop.” I fished out a fifty dollar bill from my secret money stash, in the Miscellaneous file. I reminded myself to hit the ATM for a bit more cash, and to find a new spot for the secret stash, since Alvin seemed to file just about everything under Miscellaneous.


  “The Rideau Centre? Now? Can’t it wait until I’m on my way home?”


  “No, it cannot. But here, let me get a shot of you to make it worth your while.”


  I snapped it, hoping he hadn’t had time to replace the look of petulance with one of supreme nonchalance before the camera caught it.


  None of the real or potential funders were at their desks when I called back. I left messages. At least the ball was in their court.


  I tried to return Merv’s call, but he hissed into the phone that he couldn’t talk just at that moment.


  Ted Beamish just wanted to catch up on the news about Robin.


  “Not much change,” I told him, “except someone killed one of her cats.”


  He listened without interruption as I explained about the tabby’s demise.


  “Don’t tell her,” he said. “Wait till it’s all over and I’ll help you.”


  “Thanks,” I said, thinking he was not too bad.


  “How did you manage to sleep there last night, after that?”


  “I didn’t. I spent the night at my sister’s.” I felt, somehow, that this was a declaration of extreme cowardice.


  “Good,” he said. “That was sensible. Let me know if you want me to go over there with you when you go back. I could hang around until you feel comfortable again.”


  Seemed like a good idea to me.


  Richard Sandes had left three messages. But I saved his call to the very end. After the locksmith. After the Mary Kay lady. When I got up the nerve to return it, I checked myself in the little mirror Alvin had installed on the desk. It didn’t cheer me up.


  What do you care, I told myself, it’s not like he can see you or anything. Even so, I combed my hair and slapped on a little lipstick. There was nothing to be done about the sweater and skirt, now on their second day.


  But it didn’t matter, because he wasn’t in his office.


  I slumped in Alvin’s chair and gave myself a lecture. Richard Sandes had a wife. And he was waiting for her to get better, to come back. Anything else was just a filler.


  You don’t want to get into a relationship with that kind of possible outcome, I said to myself. You’re just getting over the worst thing that could ever happen to anyone. Don’t ask for trouble.


  Of course, a civilized little drink every now and then couldn’t hurt. As long as I kept it to that.


  I was arguing with myself about the dangers of a civilized little drink, when Alvin flung himself into the room.


  “Boy,” he said, “someone should tell these people about the notion of service. They keep you waiting, they have hidden charges, they’re surly and snotty.”


  “Why don’t you open up a training school?”


  “Maybe I’ll do that,” he said. “Just maybe.”


  While he pondered the vast career potential in Alvin’s School of Customer Service, I dug through the photos, smiling to myself. I dropped the cat treats into my purse. Then I held out my hand for the change.


  Alvin was just grumbling and digging for it, when the phone rang.


  Richard.


  “I feel like I still owe you an apology,” he said.


  “You don’t. However, if you feel like grovelling, why not do it over a civilized little drink?”


  We settled on seven, in the bar at the Harmony. With hints of dinner to follow.


  I hung up and looked over at Alvin, who was immersed in some very important work at the back of the office.


  “Alvin,” I said, “don’t let the smile on my face lead you to believe that I’ve forgotten the change.”


  
    * * *
  


  “So, Mrs. Parnell, let’s see if I understand. The police came. And you didn’t let them in.”


  It was after work and we were seated in Mrs. Parnell’s living room. But where were the doilies, the knickknacks, the dozens of family photos? Where were the cushions and the afghans? Mrs. Parnell’s living room did not conform to known standards for little old ladies living alone in apartments. For one thing, the furniture consisted of a caramel leather sofa, a matching easy chair and ottoman and a massive glass coffee table. A small glass table by the side held Mrs. Parnell’s coffee cup and a hardcover book by Doris Lessing.


  A serious sound system dominated the room. Records, compact-discs and cassettes filled the shelves. A modern metal sculpture was the only decoration. Unless you counted the three sets of hand-weights in jelly-bean colours. Three, four and five pounds, as far as I could tell. A pair of leg weights in matching lilac lay next to them.


  The dining area was set up with a computer and printer, one chair, and a double bookcase, jammed with volumes. That left just enough room for the cage containing the peach-faced love birds.


  I would have preferred the room to be more traditional. I was nervous enough sitting here with Mrs. Parnell. If I’d been wearing a tie, I’d have loosened it.


  Mrs. Parnell considered my question about the police as she popped another cigarette into the holder.


  “Well, I’m not sure they were the police. They seemed to be saying that they were, but anyone could say that, couldn’t they?”


  “That’s right.”


  “One of them looked too much like a rodent for my liking, so I decided against opening the door.”


  Mombourquette.


  “A good move, Mrs. Parnell.” I sipped my Harvey’s Bristol Cream and beamed at her. “So one of them looked like a rodent. By any chance did the other one look more like a middle-aged Labrador Retriever with a bit of a weight problem?”


  “Just the ratty one was there. With a skinny young fellow, reminded me of a Blue Heron. I didn’t see the Lab,” she said before taking a healthy swig.


  “Mrs. Parnell…”


  “But I think I saw you last night leaving with someone who looked a bit like a Saint Bernard, carrying cats which looked exactly like cats. And I do have to tell you, young lady, that you will have to do something about those noisy beasts.”


  Behind her, a bird peeped in agreement.


  “What about birds?”


  “If you mean Lester and Pierre,” she said, nodding towards the cage with purse-lipped satisfaction, “birds, Ms. MacPhee, don’t disturb anyone.”


  “I don’t know, Mrs. Parnell, that persistent chirping gives me migraines.”


  “Very funny, but don’t try to change the subject. I knew those cats were there. And now look what’s happened. The police are asking about it. I didn’t like to turn you in, but I won’t be able to hold out forever.”


  I looked at her with astonishment. “But, Mrs. Parnell, the police don’t care about cats in the apartment. That’s a civil matter.”


  “Not too civil if you ask me,” she said, with a glance at the love birds.


  “I mean, not criminal. You see…”


  “Depends on your point of view,” she sniffed.


  “Mrs. Parnell, one of those cats was murdered last night. To my knowledge, the occasional loud meow doesn’t merit the death penalty in this country.” I leaned forward with fire in my eyes. Perhaps it was the Bristol Cream taking effect.


  “Murdered!”


  “That’s right, its neck was broken,” I snapped my fingers.


  “Dear me,” she said. “It’s the disintegration of society.”


  “I don’t really see it as the disinteg…”


  “How shocking for you. Goodness, you need that drink topped up.” She was spry enough to hop up and get the Harvey’s bottle. She filled her own glass to the brim right after mine. “So what are you going to do with the other three, now that this one’s dead?”


  “The other five.”


  “Five! I only spotted three, I must be losing it.” She polished off half the glass. “Oh well. May as well be hanged for a sheep as a lamb.”


  “Mrs. Parnell, this is a serious business. I need your help. From time to time you may accidentally see something from the peephole in your door.” That was the kindest way I could think of to mention that Mrs. Parnell’s eyes were rarely far from that peephole. “When you’re checking up on suspicious noises.” I didn’t want to alienate her by adding that she was the nosiest woman I’d ever encountered.


  She nodded at me and leaned forward. This Bristol Cream is the secret to promoting neighbourliness, I thought. I dug out the package of photos from my purse.


  “Did you see any of these people going into my apartment last night?”


  She kept nodding as I showed her each one of them. We went through them twice.


  My heart banged a bit when she pointed to my new friend, Large-and-Lumpy.


  “Are you sure?” I asked, hoping she wasn’t.


  “Pretty distinctive, don’t you think? Looks like a bear. I thought at the time he must have been a boxer or something. He didn’t seem to be your type, but…” she shrugged her shoulders, “who can tell these days.”


  I was clutching my sherry glass so hard the crystal pattern dug into my palms. Large-and-Lumpy, not my oldest buddy, but I’d felt a rapport with him, and now, to find out he’d been in my apartment the night the tabby was killed. On Wendtz’s orders, I was sure. It told me something I wanted to know: Wendtz was implicated, despite his alibi, and he didn’t want me digging around in Mitzi’s activities. It told me something I didn’t want to know, as well. Large-and-Lumpy would do anything he was directed to by Wendtz. Frightening me. Killing a cat. I swallowed the rest of the Bristol Cream and thought the next logical thought: Would he also have killed Mitzi on Wendtz’s orders? Did Large-and-Lumpy have an alibi for the time of Mitzi’s death?


  Mrs. Parnell poured another healthy dose into my glass and added a discreet amount to her own.


  “Well,” she said. “Well, well, well. Isn’t this exciting?”


  Exciting wasn’t the word I was searching for.


  “That explains, I suppose, that man who was working on your door today. And that the Super was up too. Good thing you and the Saint Bernard took the cats away last night.”


  Two and three-quarters glasses of sherry were enough to make my head spin, and I still had to drop in to see Richard for a civilized little drink. Mrs. Parnell was good enough to call the Super to bring up my new keys. She must have a way with him. I’ve never gotten action that fast.


  While we waited, I took a couple of shots of her peach-faced love birds for her. And got a nice one of her standing next to the cage.


  “The police said something about cats, Mrs. Parnell,” said the Super as Mrs. P. opened the door and whisked the keys from his sweaty little hand.


  “I think they said bats,” she told him. “The burglars were out of there like bats out of hell.”


  I waved to him from the sofa.


  As I staggered across the hallway to my empty apartment, I turned and asked her, “Promise me, Mrs. Parnell, that you’ll let me know if anyone comes to my apartment in the next few days. Here’s my office number. Thanks for the drinks. And for keeping my secret.”


  “My pleasure,” she said, with what might have been the beginnings of a smile.


  
    * * *
  


  A bath, a nap, a change of clothes and the intervening three hours weren’t enough to get me back to normal before I hit the Harmony. It had been a busy and distracting day even before the sherry.


  It was the first warm evening of the season, and a frisky breeze ruffled my hair. Climbing out of the cab, I smoothed my deep green jersey dress and gave it a little tug. I wasn’t used to having things end above my knees, and I wasn’t sure what I had been thinking of when I bought it.


  I was steady enough on the high heels though, plus I had clean hair, face and teeth and, best of all, I was fifteen minutes early. I also had my camera and plenty of film.


  I recognized Naomi by her big hair and chirpy voice. She was working with Brad, who had lots of teeth set on perma-smile. “Hmmm,” chirped Naomi, “no, I’ve never seen him.” She pointed to Large-and-Lumpy in the photo and gave a little shiver, “how could you forget someone like that?” She took a look at Rudy Wendtz’s brooding expression. “Oh yes, he was here often when Miss Brochu was in town, wasn’t he, Brad?”


  “Sure was,” said Brad. “Remember the night of the big fight? When we had to call in security?”


  “Who could forget it?” Naomi rolled her eyes.


  “And this one, too. I’ve seen him before.” She pointed to Sammy Dash. “I think he used to accompany Miss Brochu, too. Kinda cute, isn’t he?”


  “These two women look familiar,” said Brad. I put it down to an attempt to change the subject. “I’ve seen them both before, but I’m not sure where.”


  “One of them does the news and the other’s a politician, I think,” Naomi added. “But the one who does the news, she was here the day of the murder, I remember her with a camera crew and everything. But I think she might have been in earlier too.”


  “Can you remember when?”


  “Sorry,” said Naomi.


  “But she’s been here all right,” said Brad, not to be outdone. “Who could forget a face like that?” He pointed to Brooke.


  “Big deal, she didn’t look that great the day she was here.” Naomi was prepared to sulk a bit.


  “Upset, maybe. But still beautiful.”


  “When was that? Do either of you remember?” Naomi shrugged.


  “Well, this is the first day I’ve been back from my holidays,” said Brad, “so it must have been just before I left. That would be the twelfth of May.”


  May twelfth, the day before Mitzi’s murder.


  “Who cares?” said Naomi.


  “Great,” I said, ignoring her and focusing on him, “any idea what she was doing here?”


  They both shook their heads.


  “She came in looking like a million dollars and headed straight for the elevator. She knew where she was going, all right,” said Brad.


  “And she came out again, a bit later, looking real upset. I think she’d been crying. Her mascara was running.” Naomi offered the comment with some satisfaction.


  Okay, Brooke. Gotcha now.


  I tucked myself behind a pillar, snapped on the zoom, bagging a good shot of Brad and Naomi still arguing about Brooke. For good luck, I caught the bell captain and two bell boys.


  Then I sashayed into the bar to meet Richard, right on time. “Smile for the birdie,” I said, getting a nice image of him telling the waiter to give me special treatment.


  
    * * *
  


  I arrived at Alexa’s place that evening with a grin on my face and what was left of my Catholic conscience locked in the basement of my mind.


  Alexa opened the door the second Richard’s car drove into the driveway, eliminating any mushy stuff. Just as well. After all, it had just been a civilized drink followed by dinner.


  As I walked through the door, I sniffed L’air du Temps. I turned to wave good-bye to Richard.


  Alexa was wearing very subtle yet effective make-up, creating a dewy, youthful appearance. An appearance bolstered by her soft, cream cowl-necked angora sweater and black pants with little patent flats. A very nice effect, but wasted on me at eleven in the evening.


  “Is that him?” she whispered, watching the car pull out of the driveway.


  “It’s a different him.”


  “Oh. So who is he?”


  “A friend.”


  “How nice,” she said, sinking into a chair in the living room.


  I could tell she wanted to talk, but I had to make a stop in the laundry room. I was feeling guilty about the cats. Maybe I could buy my way back into their favour with the cat treats.


  “It’s very hard to keep them in the laundry room,” Alexa pointed out as she came up behind me. “They seem to want to get out and sit on the furniture.”


  “I think I can understand that.”


  “Yes, well,” she said, “they’re staying in.”


  Ten eyes glowed with reproach when I opened the door. It would take a hell of a lot of cat treats to get back in their good graces.


  I closed the door and faced Alexa, who was slumping against the wall.


  “I’m sorry. I still think you should just give him a call. Save yourself all this stressful self-torment. I’ve got to go to bed now. Big day tomorrow.”


  When I snapped her picture from the top of the stairs, she was sitting in the living room with the lights off. Mooning over McCracken.


  Go figure.


  


  Thirteen


  “C’mon, Alvin, you can do it.” He looked across the desk at me, arms crossed, mouth a tight little knot, ponytail in full droop.


  “Oh sure,” he said, “get me to do all the real scruffy stuff that you don’t have the taste for. Other Duties As Required. Give it to Alvin. The underclass.”


  “That’s not true. I very much want to go to the Harmony and prowl around the delivery entrances and the back hallways. But I can’t. The manager there knows me, and he told me he’d call the police in a flash if he caught me snooping.”


  Alvin had no way of knowing what Richard had said over dinner the previous night. But I remembered it well.


  Be careful had been the underlying theme.


  “I just want the name of the 8th Floor maid, Richard.”


  “Okay, here it is. But…”


  “Thanks,” I said, leaning over and looking at the card with the name Maria Rodriguez written on it. I had to touch his hand to pick up the card.


  He was still talking.


  “…this is a dangerous situation. Someone knows where you live, knows you have been investigating and wants you to stop. Dead cat, remember?”


  “I remember. How would I forget?” It was hard to concentrate with his hand touching mine like that. Hard to keep my mind on our civilized little drink and dinner. And his civilized little warning.


  “When does she come on duty?”


  “She stopped working here, right after the murder. A lot of these refugees went through some pretty gruesome times in their own country. They want to feel safe in Canada.”


  “Where does she live?”


  “The address is there, for all the good it will do you. This woman only had a couple of words of English. But, listen, why not give it to the police and suggest that they interview her? They’ll find a translator from the community. One of these rocks you turn over in your investigation is going to have something pretty ugly under it.”


  “You’re right,” I’d said, smiling into those chocolate eyes and picking up the card with my free hand. “Why buy trouble?”


  So Alvin, not I, would be nosing through the back halls of the Harmony with an armful of photos, trying to pin down just who might have been sneaking in the back way to see Mitzi Brochu before her death. For his own protection, I sent him over to the Rideau Centre to get the roll of film with Richard’s picture developed.


  “Alvin,” I said, by way of convincing him of the wisdom of the Harmony mission, “the way I see it, we’re partners, each with our own role to play in solving this gruesome crime. You’ve brought me a lot of useful information.”


  “Yeah well, I…“ But I’d had enough of Alvin’s stalling at this point. “Time to hit the road. A rolling stone gathers no moss and all that. We need those photos ASAP. Now get going, partner.”


  “But Camilla…“ “Look, my day started with my sister sulking at me over the corn flakes. Then things got a bit more exciting when I transported five, count ‘em five, cats in boxes back to my apartment in the world’s most anti-cat building. Now, here I am, it’s nearly noon. I have to be on the alert for the beautiful suspect and now, instead of being a cooperative partner, you’re getting your back up.”


  “Fine,” he snapped, “wait for it then, partner.”


  He was out the door before I could clarify just what it was I would be waiting for.


  I put in another call to Merv, who also has a tendency to sulk for unexplained reasons.


  “Try the city police. I can’t dig up a lot of information without people starting to notice.”


  “It’s a situation I understand well, Merv, but I don’t want you to dig up information on a lot of people, just one. Just one person, and I have his picture. And I would rather avoid talking to the city police since they don’t seem to take me seriously.”


  There was silence on the line. I shook the phone. “After all, it’s for Robin, in case you’re forgetting, Merv.”


  “Yeah, all right. One picture. Drop it by. At the desk. Don’t come in. You’ll just give people ideas.”


  “Thank you, Merv.” I stopped short of slathering him with all that partner bullshit.


  My last call was to set up a meeting with my old friend, Elaine Ekstein. Elaine was hard at work setting up a support network for refugee women. She was glad to talk to me.


  “Sure,” she said, “I’ll find her for you. She’s probably scared to death. Especially if she’s a new arrival and she doesn’t speak much English. I’ll translate for you.”


  I just had time to hop into the car and hightail it back to Elmvale Acres. My little visit with Robin confirmed what I’d hoped. Brooke was still home, but preparing to go out. Her mother was parked in front of the television watching Days of Our Lives and steaming Brooke’s going-out outfit. She didn’t even glance over when I snapped a picture of her.


  “Be careful,” Brooke called down, “it’s new and it’s linen. I don’t want anything to happen to it, Ma.”


  “My God,” said Ma, “can you believe Marlena would let him do that?”


  Mr. Findlay followed me up the stairs with fresh sandwiches, chicken on brown bread, cut in little triangles and some lemon custard for dessert. Hot tea, too. That man knew how to put a tray together.


  “Say cheese,” I said, capturing the moment on film.


  He grinned. “Just like old times, you and that camera.”


  From the sounds of preparations and shouted instructions, Brooke was quite a way from take-off. I could enjoy my lunch and try to get Robin to enjoy hers as well.


  “Don’t even think about taking my picture,” Robin said.


  I knew she meant it.


  “How are the pussies?” she asked as we settled in with our little sandwiches and tea.


  “Great! They miss you! But they seem to be enjoying life.”


  Robin put down her tea cup and stared at me.


  My God, I thought, could she tell what had happened to the tabby just by looking at me? Did the words DEAD CAT appear on my forehead?


  “They communicate with you?”


  “No, but they…purr. And then every now and then they get a faraway look in their little green eyes, and I know they’re thinking about you and about how they want you to get well and go home and be with them again.” I folded my hands in my lap.


  Until I noticed that tears were streaming down Robin’s cheeks. She also appeared to have stopped breathing.


  “My God, I’m sorry, I’m only trying to…”


  “Hahahahahah.” At least she was alive.


  “Stop laughing, or I’ll eat all the sandwiches. Then you’ll be sorry.”


  “You can tell all that from their eyes? You should go on Oprah.”


  The door shot open and Brooke bellowed through: “Keep it down, will you, I’m trying to catch something on the radio.”


  Robin’s laugh was cut off mid-whoop.


  “Don’t mind her. She can’t help it. She’s under a lot of career pressure lately.”


  Nothing like she’s going to be, I thought as I ate my sandwiches.


  When I left the Findlay house, still ahead of Brooke, I pulled away from the curb, rounded the corner and pulled in again. I had a few minutes to sit there and admire the trees leafing out in the warm weather.


  I was fiddling with the car radio when Brooke drove by in her fire-engine-red BMW. I wasn’t too worried about following her, not even when she checked her rear view mirror. She was far too self-absorbed to notice anyone else.


  I drove along with a smile on my face, wondering where she’d be meeting Sammy Dash this time. And what they’d get up to.


  It wasn’t always easy trailing Brooke, since she showed a disinclination to signal lane changes or even turns. We wound along Alta Vista and down Pleasant Park to Riverside Drive, and then followed Riverside to Bank. Except for having to keep an eye on Brooke, it was a pleasant drive, water, lots of green space. Brooke turned right on Bank, drove to the Glebe and parked on Fourth Avenue.


  I watched, slouched down in my car, as she headed for the ATM. I had to admit, she would make a first-rate representative for “Walk in the Woods”. Her blonde hair just cleared her shoulders and fluttered in the breeze. The vanilla-coloured linen suit with its elegant wrinkles showed off Brooke’s slim shape. The cut of the skirt above the knees confirmed my long-held suspicion that Brooke was eighty percent legs.


  She smiled into the sunshine. Her public smile. A middle-aged man stopped walking and stared.


  Too bad she’s such a bitch, I thought. Some of my reaction may have been related to my short legs. Who knows.


  I almost lost her as we edged onto Bank Street again. Brooke headed for the Queen Elizabeth Driveway, which winds along the canal on the opposite side to Colonel By.


  It’s amazing, I thought, this beautiful woman in her red Beamer is cruising along this beautiful road, and her activities are somehow tied to a murder.


  I’d been keeping well behind her, and yet I still had to stand on my brakes to avoid her as she whipped, without a signal or a brake light, into Rudy Wendtz’s driveway.


  I pulled over to the side of the road and crouched down again.


  Seconds later, Wendtz pulled in after her and parked his black Mercedes.


  I don’t suppose they see that many passionate clinches on Queen Elizabeth Driveway. But this one would have made up for any lack. Two tall people, pressed together, for all the world to see. Of course, the world wasn’t looking. Only me.


  They deserve each other, I told myself, glancing away towards the front door of the house. That’s when I noticed Large-and-Lumpy watching back.


  
    * * *
  


  Elaine kept talking as she ran the red light. I just pressed myself to the back of the seat and tried to remember my Act of Contrition. The Jeep, which accelerated at the green light, missed us by an inch.


  “You have no idea,” she said, “how often these people faced death. And how that must feel.”


  “I think I do.”


  “It’s very difficult for them to find themselves in such a different culture. They’re frightened a lot.”


  “I don’t want to frighten her, Elaine. I’m not very frightening, in case you haven’t noticed.”


  Elaine took her eyes off the road.


  “You believe that, don’t you?”


  “Well, yes, Elaine, I do.”


  She was still watching me, shaking her head.


  “On the other hand, you, Elaine, are terrifying and should not be allowed on the road.”


  “Don’t be silly,” she said. “I’m serious. You can be quite intimidating for such a small person. You come on strong and, if you’ll pardon me mentioning it, you can be quite ruthless.”


  “I’ll pardon you mentioning it, if you’ll make an effort to avoid getting us decapitated by that truck ahead.”


  A squeal of brakes followed.


  “Don’t exaggerate, the truck was a good foot away. And back to the topic. These people are sensitive and fearful. They don’t need to be hassled by the police.”


  “May I remind you that I’m not the police, Elaine.”


  “I realize that. But if Maria has some information, then you may be forced to inform the police, and you know what stormtroopers they can be.”


  “I do, indeed.”


  “Maria was quite upset by the whole thing with Mitzi Brochu. I mean, she was so close to that dreadful murder. Can you imagine how traumatic that must have been?”


  “Yes. I was there myself. So I know only too well.”


  “Well then, you understand that we don’t want her to relive that trauma.”


  Elaine stood on her brakes as if to punctuate her point. We stopped for seconds at a red light and then screeched away the moment it turned green.


  “Let me repeat, Elaine, that I only want to show her some photos and ask if she has ever seen these people near Mitzi’s room. With particular reference to the day of the murder, when she was working right there on that floor.”


  We pulled off Scott Street onto Parkdale and Elaine stopped under a No Parking sign.


  “Here we are,” she said, opening her car door without looking. A passing driver swerved and turned back to shake his fist. Elaine didn’t notice.


  I got out on the passenger’s side and considered mentioning that two wheels of the car were up on the sidewalk, but it didn’t seem worth it.


  
    * * *
  


  Was it just the language barrier? Did she not understand the question Elaine had translated? Elaine and I watched Maria Rodriguez give an affirmative nod to almost every photo. Even the ones that didn’t belong in the set of suspects. Like me, taken at a family dinner.


  “You were there,” Elaine commented.


  We were sitting around the dinette set in the dining ell on one of the few bits of furniture in Maria Rodriguez’s apartment. Even the sounds of her husband and children laughing at Bugs Bunny in the next room couldn’t lift the tension in the air.


  You could see it in Maria’s black eyebrows and the lines around her mouth.


  I’d seen it too in the stiff shoulders of both the Rodriguez adults and in the huge, dark eyes of their children. As Elaine said, these were people who’d already had enough trouble.


  Maria studied the photos I’d spread out on the beige, formica-topped table. They were a mixture of business and pleasure, friends and family blended with my own crew of suspects.


  Deb Goodhouse, Jo Quinlan, Rudy Wendtz, Brooke Findlay, Large-and-Lumpy, Sammy Dash all got the nod from Maria. So did Robin.


  She didn’t recognize the rest of my family. Only me.


  Maria wasn’t sure about Mrs. Parnell, but after some thought decided she hadn’t seen Mrs. Parnell at the Harmony.


  “Sorry,” she said.


  “It’s no problem. I’m glad somebody wasn’t there.”


  I wasn’t sure how much it helped my investigation to have every suspect confirmed as a visitor to Mitzi Brochu’s suite at the Harmony the day of the murder.


  “You sure you saw all these people, Maria?”


  Elaine shook her head at me. “You’re pushing too hard.”


  I decided to lighten up a bit and pointed to a picture of the cats.


  The cats got a clear no.


  At least it let the three of us laugh.


  
    * * *
  


  “She recognized all six suspects,” I said, accepting a refill. “So I have to ask myself, did she really recognize them or was she just unclear about the concept? And to think I risked Elaine’s driving, and I still don’t know whether Maria understood the questions or not.”


  Richard smiled and sipped his Sambuca.


  “It is not amusing,” I growled, before sipping my own.


  The Sambuca was just the way I like it, with three coffee beans in the bottom of the snifter, still warm from being flamed. It took the edge off the growl.


  “You know, I think I’d like to meet this Elaine.”


  “Good idea, I’ll fix the two of you up for a Sunday drive sometime.”


  “All kidding aside, any danger you might have been facing from Elaine’s driving is nothing compared to what you’re exposing yourself to if you continue to stalk this killer.”


  “I can see you haven’t been in a car with her.”


  “Listen to me. You’re dealing with someone who crucified a woman. Talk to the police.”


  I was bathed in irritation. This was like lunch with my sisters.


  “Sulk if you want. But I like you much better alive,” he said.


  I could feel his hand on mine as he spoke. I remembered his daughter. And his wife. I jerked my hand away.


  “Or I could talk to the police myself. Tell them you have this interesting stuff and they might like to chat with you about it.”


  “You wouldn’t.”


  He tapped my nose with his finger and smiled. I would have gotten up and stomped out of the bar at that point except my knees were wobbling.


  And of course, I didn’t have my car. I had to ask myself why I managed never to have my car when I was with Richard, so he always had to drive me home. For that matter, why was I wearing a knit dress instead of my chunky suit? And lipstick, for heaven’s sake.


  We ended the evening by driving around before heading back to my place. Down Wellington Street and Sussex, past the glass sculpture that is the National Gallery and across the Interprovincial Bridge to Hull, admiring the lights shimmering on the green roofs of the Parliament buildings and the sensuous curves of the Museum of Civilization.


  As we crossed back into Ottawa on the Portage Bridge and drove along the Parkway to my apartment, the river glistened in the surrounding blackness. When we stopped in front of my building, I felt disappointment that the civilized dinner and drink were over.


  “Okay, I’ll talk to the police. I’ll show them the photos and suggest they might want to have a word with the subjects.” After I’ve had a word with them, of course, I added to myself.


  Richard squeezed my hand. “I love it when you’re sensible.”


  “You do not.”


  “I do,” he said, watching my mouth.


  Usually I’m not even conscious of having a mouth. But at that moment, it seemed like the supreme erogenous zone. I was surprised he couldn’t hear my pulse pounding.


  I don’t know how long we sat there like that, stopped in time.


  Then I remembered his wife.


  
    * * *
  


  I couldn’t sleep, and it wasn’t just the cats lying on various parts of my body either. I lay staring around the room. The eggshell walls were stark in the moonlight. I tried to keep still, because when I didn’t, whatever cat was disturbed by the movement dug its claws into whatever part of my body had moved. And I didn’t feel like kicking cats off the bed. I was already too much of a bad guy.


  So there wasn’t much to do. I could think about Richard if I wanted and get up and take a cold shower. Or I could think about Mitzi’s murder and get up and have a drink. Or I could think about dead cats.


  For as long as I’d lived in the apartment with the eggshell walls, I’d thought about Paul when I couldn’t sleep. I saved that time for him. Picking up each memory from my mental safety deposit box, touching it, admiring it, feeling it. Remembering the time we first met on campus with the leaves crunching under our feet, remembering sipping cheap wine and munching stale crackers in our first lumpy bed, laughing about crumbs, remembering…but memories of Paul, always so fresh and alive, playing like a new videotape in my head, no longer filled every space in my mind and no longer left their trail of pain. Why was that?


  I stared at the walls. Maybe it was time to get a few pictures.


  My thoughts drifted to Richard. Although they were not the kind of thoughts you share with other people, the images were real enough for me, and as disturbing as our last conversation in his car. Richard and me. Richard and his wife. There was no way to make it work out right.


  Moonlight filled the room, lightening the walls and the bedclothes and me, lying there. The fat little calico cat snuggled into my side.


  Maybe it was time to buy some curtains.


  
    * * *
  


  In the morning, I snapped awake, remembering the Benning brief still had to be dealt with. Traces of the moon still hung behind the sky, just to haunt me. Five cats were haunting me, too.


  It was a world filled with flashing tails and accusing, pointed ears. Cats leapt from floor to counter and from counter to floor as I opened the Meow Mix. The calico rubbed herself against my legs.


  “Watch it, you guys, I’m not sure I’m cut out for family life.”


  No one paid attention.


  When I pushed my way through the office door an hour later, a man’s shape became visible. I came close to dropping my coffee and muffin and then exhaled in relief. Who else did I know with a brushcut?


  Merv. His leggy presence took up most of the available room. He was sitting in one visitor’s chair with his feet up on the other one, sipping coffee from a jumbo styrofoam cup. An immense bouquet of flowers lay on my desk. Daisies, mums and ferns mixed in with lilies and statice.


  Merv was not a happy man.


  “I don’t know how you can get anything done in here. It’s like a closet.”


  I refrained from saying that it was even more so when Merv squeezed his six-foot-three frame into it.


  But he wasn’t done yet. He looked at me with the same critical gaze you might direct at a head of broccoli that’s been in the fridge too long.


  “Look at you,” he said. “You look wrecked. Yuck, what’s that on your suit?” He reached over and brushed off a patch of cat hair.


  “What can I do for you, Merv?” I said, unwilling to get caught up in personal grooming issues.


  Amazement, or something like it, washed across his face and settled in around the eyebrow area.


  “What can you do for me? I love it. Little Miss Busybody sends me on half a dozen errands and then says…”


  “Can it, Merv. Three things, that’s all I asked you. And may I remind you that you did them for Robin’s benefit, not mine.”


  The hard line of Merv’s jaw always softens when you mention Robin.


  “It’s still what I can do for you. What I’ve done for you.”


  He fished a paper out of his pocket. “It’s the scoop on your new friend.”


  Large-and-Lumpy.


  “Denzil Hickey. Let’s see,” said Merv, “long history of criminal lifestyle. Couple convictions. Armed robbery. Assault with a deadly weapon. They were a long time ago. Served a couple terms in maximum security. And that’s not counting the charges they couldn’t make stick. Stuff like intimidating witnesses, trafficking. Well-known to police here and in Toronto. They know he’s still active. He’s a goon for Rudy Wendtz. I imagine he picked up a few nasty tricks in Kingston Pen. I would not join his bridge club if I were you, Camilla.”


  “I love it when you use the subjunctive, Merv.”


  The back of Merv’s chair reverberated as the door to the office hit it.


  “Sorry I’m late,” said Alvin, squeezing in past Merv. He edged around me and hung his best black leather jacket up on the oak coat rack, flicked his pony tail back over his shoulder, realigned his right row of earrings and sat himself down at the desk. He regarded the flowers and Merv with interest.


  Merv looked back at him with astonishment. I looked at both of them and thought I would rather be elsewhere. But Merv was pretty well blocking the exit.


  “Merv, Alvin. Alvin, Merv.” I hoped that would be all there was to it, but the looks on both of their faces indicated they would be making evaluative remarks about each other when the time was right.


  Merv sipped his coffee.


  I remembered my own cup and opened it. It was still hot enough to drink, and I felt I needed it.


  Merv must have decided that the best way to deal with Alvin was to ignore him.


  “So my point is, stay the hell away from this guy. We have reason to think he may be involved in the disappearances of several people. People who were of great interest to the Crown.


  In the sense that they were potential witnesses and in the sense that nobody knows anything about their whereabouts as we speak. In the sense that they are no longer among the living. Do I make myself clear?”


  “As clear as you ever do, Merv.”


  It didn’t seem to bother him.


  “Took the day off,” he said, unfolding out of the chair and making the room look even smaller. “Planning to visit Robin for a while.”


  Well, at least that explained the flowers.


  “And don’t forget what I said about that guy. He is vicious. Stop your meddling. Leave the investigation to the police.”


  “May I remind you, Merv, that when the investigation was left to the police, they focused on Robin.”


  “You won’t be much good to her if you’re dead,” was Merv’s parting shot.


  I whipped my camera out of its case and captured a shot of Merv with his bouquet, for future blackmail.


  “Delightful meeting you,” said Alvin. The morning sun glinted off his cat’s eye glasses.


  But the glass in the door was already rattling from Merv’s exit.


  I had managed to catch Merv’s bad mood and add it to my own, and therefore was glad Alvin was in the office. At least I could pick on him. I looked around at the piles of paper.


  “For God’s sake, don’t you ever get any work done?”


  Alvin looked up from his magazine in surprise. A hurt look settled on his bony face.


  “What are you talking about? What about all the sleuthing I’ve been doing for you? Do you think you’re going to find out who murdered Mitzi without my help?”


  “Yes, I do. It’s just a matter of time until I figure out what happened there. I know that Brooke Findlay’s big ambition was to be the ‘Walk in the Woods’ woman. I know she has a fondness for nose candy. I know that she was Rudy Wendtz’s part-time girlfriend, and I know Mitzi was jealous and planning to fix Brooke but good. And I know Mitzi and Wendtz had a huge fight the night before she died. I know that Wendtz employs someone who probably will kill on command. Yes. I think I can solve it while you’re catching up on the filing. The other suspects look pretty unsuspicious next to Wendtz and Company.”


  “Fine,” he sniffed, “then you won’t be interested in knowing that Jo Quinlan and Sammy Dash were high school sweethearts, and even lived together for a while, back when Sammy was plain old Sammy Dashchuk.”


  We looked at each other.


  “I think I’ll keep any other information I might happen to have to myself,” he added.


  Half an hour later he was still at his desk, doing nothing as far as I could tell, his scrawny shoulders tense.


  I found it hard to concentrate on the Benning brief with Alvin in the room, oozing resentment. I also suspected he was making paper airplanes instead of filing, but confirming that would have meant walking over and checking on him, admitting defeat in our contest of wills.


  I said, “Okay, I give up, what other information?”


  A paper airplane drifted by.


  “Well, I don’t know, but I think you ought to treat me more as a partner and less as an indentured servant if you want information.”


  “Don’t push me. What information?”


  He couldn’t resist telling.


  “Well,” he said, crossing his legs, “the scuttlebutt is that Sammy very much wanted to be Mr. Mitzi.” He watched me through those cat’s eye glasses, waiting for a reaction.


  “Mr. Mitzi?”


  “Right. He wanted to replace Rudy Wendtz as Numero Uno. He wanted a spot in the Brochu bed. He wanted…”


  “I get your drift.”


  “So you see what that means.”


  I didn’t.


  Alvin leaned forward. “Some people say that he was setting up the whole thing. Stringing Brooke along, flirting with her. Finding out her secrets. Making sure Mitzi found out about Brooke and Rudy’s relationship. Letting Mitzi know about Brooke’s problem with her nose. People think that after Mitzi wrote her planned spread about Brooke and her problem, that would have been it for the Mitzi and Rudy show. Brooke’s career would have been ruined. And Sammy would be on the spot to ooze in and comfort poor little Mitzi. And Sammy’s career would prosper as a result.”


  “But it doesn’t change anything.”


  “What do you mean, it doesn’t change anything?”


  “Well, we already figured that Rudy Wendtz engineered Mitzi’s death, even if he was elsewhere.”


  “So.”


  “So, it may give us a bit more on motivation or background, but it doesn’t solve the murder.”


  “Who said it did?” He jammed himself into his leather jacket.


  He was out the door before I could say anything else.


  
    * * *
  


  I was kicking around my apartment trying to figure out where the rest of the day had gone and why I hadn’t gotten anywhere with the Benning brief and what the stuff Alvin had found out meant, when the doorbell rang.


  “You see what happens?” I said to the cats. “You guys lounge around all day on the furniture, and now someone’s here and there’s not one clean spot for them to sit on.”


  They ignored me. They’re only interested in conversations about cat food.


  “Who is it?” I squawked into the intercom system.


  Alexa squawked back at me. By the time she reached my door, I had managed to sweep the black cat off the only armchair and brush most of the hair off the seat.


  “God, that woman’s nosy,” she said, pointing at Mrs. Parnell’s apartment and at Mrs. Parnell, who was lurking in her door, propped up by her walker, the ruby tip of her cigarette glowing.


  “It’s for my own good,” I said, giving a little wave to Mrs. P. and scooping up a couple of cats before they could shoot into the hallway.


  “What is that smell?”


  We both sniffed the air.


  “You’ve got to change the kitty litter. Every day. With this number of cats, maybe twice a day. Have you been doing that?”


  “Sure,” I lied, adding kitty litter to the growing number of things I was behind schedule on.


  “Well,” said Alexa, sinking her black-covered bottom onto the part of the sofa where the grey Persian sleeps, “guess what?”


  “What?”


  “I called him!”


  Just in time, I stopped myself from asking who.


  “Isn’t that great?” she added. “I never thought I’d have the nerve.”


  I decided to be adult about it.


  “So, what did he say?”


  “He didn’t say anything. He wasn’t there. But that’s not the point. The point is I got up the nerve to call him.”


  “Did you leave a message?”


  “Of course I didn’t leave a message. You must be kidding.”


  “You baffle me.”


  “Look, it took enough to get up the courage to call him. I wanted it to look casual.”


  “Okay,” I said, wondering what she wanted with me.


  She smiled at me. “Let’s have a little drink. I brought Piña Colada mix. I know you have rum.”


  A pyjama party, it turned out. A chance for the girls, in this case Alexa and I were the only two available, to lounge around for hours sharing their deepest secrets.


  I wasn’t in the mood to share my deepest secrets with anyone, but I didn’t have a problem listening to Alexa’s.


  Alexa, it was revealed after three Piña Coladas, had always been in love with Conn McCracken, especially after what happened on the night of their Senior Prom. Conn, it turned out, had never been far from her mind all those years. From time to time, she had been Filled with Regret.


  “You hid it well over those twenty-five years of a marriage that everyone thought was happy.”


  “I don’t mean my marriage wasn’t happy and that I didn’t love Greg. It’s just I never lost all my feelings for Conn,” she said, before filling me in on Conn’s many, many good points.


  “But you haven’t even seen him, for…how long?”


  “Gosh, about thirty years. Since I went away to nursing school.”


  I wasn’t sure how to break it to her.


  “He’s changed. He’s not the football hero anymore. He’s a middle aged man with a paunch.”


  “Sounds cute,” she said, draining her drink.


  I tried to feed her a few more Piña Coladas in the hope I’d get some specifics about what happened on the night of their Senior Prom, but no luck. At midnight, after a particularly vacuous remark about his noble spirit, she rolled over and began to snore.


  I hadn’t said a word about Richard. Somehow, it wasn’t so romantic, having a crush on a man almost old enough to be my father, with a wife who could reappear at any minute. It was stupid and inconvenient and most unlike me.


  I was grateful to Alexa who had kept me from thinking about Richard, Mitzi’s murder and how much I had to fear from Denzil the Deadly.


  


  Fourteen


  McCracken looked at me calmly. “Alexa’s worried about you poking around in this crime, and she thought I should try to talk some sense into you,” he said.


  It was only eleven o’clock. I’d left Alexa in my apartment, hung over and surrounded by hungry cats, to try to catch up on a little work at the office. She must have called McCracken on my own phone.


  So that was why he wanted to meet me for coffee and doughnuts. On a Saturday, too. I could feel the steam puffing out of my ears as McCracken kept talking.


  He was in a good mood. Maybe it was Alexa’s call. Maybe it was the two jelly doughnuts.


  “Apparently your whole family is very concerned about your mental health, since you’re obsessing over Mitzi Brochu’s murder.”


  “She said that?”


  “She did.”


  “Well, for one thing, I’m not in the least obsessed about…”


  “I bet Alexa still looks the same, blonde and beautiful.


  Does she?”


  “She’s all right, I guess, if she remembers to keep her teeth in,” I said.


  I don’t think he heard me. He was eating his second jelly doughnut with a faraway and long ago look in his eye.


  
    * * *
  


  I puttered around in the office all afternoon, snarling rude remarks at Alexa, who was not present.


  At five p.m., I arranged my half-done office work in neat piles and set out on my next challenge. Sammy Dash.


  I figured by five, Sammy would be home from his afternoon activities and not out yet for the evening of wowing the ladies. I decided it would be better if he didn’t know I was coming.


  Merv’s information had Sammy at a very snooty highrise just off Sussex Drive. Like my own building, Sammy’s had security designed to let the good people in and keep the bad people out. I decided that for the purposes of this visit, I was one of the good people.


  A small rental moving van was parked outside of the building in the circular drive. I looked around to see if there were any movers I could pretend to accompany. But no luck.


  I didn’t want to buzz Sammy’s apartment, since a surprise visit seemed more likely to elicit useful information. I stood by the door balancing my briefcase in one arm and pretending to dig for my keys with the other. A couple in tennis gear smiled as they let me pass in with them.


  “Bad enough to have to work Saturday,” I said, “and now I can’t find my blankety-blank keys.”


  “Isn’t it frustrating,” she said, “the way those blankety-blank keys always sink to the bottom of your purse and hide?”


  “It never fails,” I said, as we stepped into the elevator.


  “Sometimes I think if we had a system of personal access codes, it would be better. But I know I’d probably forget mine.”


  “I know what you mean,” she said. Her male companion smiled. No doubt he was enjoying the natural superiority of one who always knew where his keys were.


  They pressed the button for the twelfth floor. Sammy was on the twentieth. I pressed twenty-two and decided to walk down two flights. I was enjoying the sense of skulduggery.


  I hoped it would be worth it in practical terms, and that the visit to Sammy would yield at least one or two small pieces to fill in the puzzle. It didn’t occur to me to be afraid of Sammy.


  On the twentieth floor, the coast was clear. No one was in the corridor, but there was a movers’ dolly in the hallway, near Sammy’s door.


  I knocked on the door of 2012, Sammy’s apartment. The knock was brisk, businesslike.


  The door swung open. No one stood there to welcome me or tell me to go to hell. I knocked again on the open door. After a minute, I called out.


  “Hello, hello. Mr. Dash, important message for you. Hello.”


  There are times in your life when you behave intelligently and there are times in your life when your actions are about as stupid as they can be. I knew that. And yet I stepped into Sammy Dash’s parlour, wondering who was the spider and who was the fly.


  “Hello. Mr. Dash. I have something urgent to tell you,” I called out, stepping along the foyer towards the living room. I passed a large corrugated cardboard box, with an illustration of a sofa on it. That explained the dolly, I thought.


  My sensible internal voice was screaming, get out, get out, the man’s probably in the shower, he’ll probably call the police when he sees you in his apartment, get… A smell like rotten broccoli grew stronger as I approached the living area, expecting to be set upon by an enraged Sammy Dash, wearing only a towel.


  Instead, I saw a pile of refuse. Dead vegetables, cans, meat wrappers, yogurt containers piled on a ruby red oriental carpet. Sticky stuff oozed out from under the debris. The pile was high, much higher than you would expect to find in one person’s apartment. It looked like a year’s worth of garbage.


  I slumped into a leather armchair, held my nose and pondered the scene. Destructive, vicious. Someone must have broken into Sammy’s apartment. Someone with a major grudge and an imaginative notion of revenge.


  I’m not certain why it took so long to realize that having entered Sammy Dash’s apartment without his invitation at the same time that the vandalism took place might look damned suspicious to some people.


  Thanking God that no one had seen me enter the apartment, I stood up to sneak out. Still holding my nose. Someone else could report this, I’d be long gone when it happened. My sensible voice, which had been busy saying I told you so, starting screaming. This time I listened.


  After a minute, I crossed the room to call the police and report the damage. It was only then I spotted the shoes sticking out of the pile of garbage. A banana peel dangled off one of the heels. A scoop of something, mashed potatoes with old gravy perhaps, was stuck to the other.


  Couldn’t be, I told myself, although my heart rate accelerated into the unsafe zone and goosebumps crawled up my arms. Not possible, I kept saying, until I saw the hand, lying in a sticky puddle, clutching a piece of paper.


  I leaned closer, my hand covering my nose and mouth. The hand belonged to Sammy Dash. I could see the rest of him half-hidden by rotting food. His eyes stared past me, over my shoulder.


  I staggered towards the phone, gagging. I never reached it. I didn’t have time to swing around when I heard the step behind me. I was dimly aware of a pair of tan shoes before I marvelled at the explosion of light in my head and heard my sensible voice say, I told you so, stupid, as I hit the floor.


  
    * * *
  


  The story as I told it to McCracken had a few editorial changes. Notably, that Sammy had agreed to see me and was expecting my visit.


  “How did you get in? If the guy was dead, he could hardly have buzzed you in.”


  McCracken was not an easy man to fool and I decided to keep the fabrications to a minimum. But I felt it was important to prevent any notion of unauthorized entry from edging into the conversation.


  “A couple of tenants let me in with them. I must have looked respectable.”


  “The things people do,” he said.


  I was sitting on the sofa in Sammy’s apartment, holding my head and trying to figure out what happened.


  McCracken was sitting on the chair, watching me.


  “Now you’re telling me that Dash’s body was lying here, right on this carpet.”


  “That’s right.”


  “There’s no body now,” McCracken said.


  Reasonable enough. There wasn’t. Except for a lingering, light odour of garbage masked by something else, floral bouquet carpet shampoo and room freshener I thought, there was no sign of anything unusual in Sammy Dash’s apartment.


  “True,” I said, “but trust me on it.”


  Mombourquette was lounging against the wall on the far side of the room, smirking rattily.


  McCracken looked troubled. “Pretty weird story,” he said.


  “But the lab boys will check out the rug. If there was blood on it, they’re going to find it.”


  “Not if. Was.”


  McCracken looked at me with a strange expression.


  Concern?


  “Whatever you say, but you’ve got to keep in mind that you’ve been hit on the head. That kind of injury can be…”


  “Wait for the lab results,” I snapped.


  But I knew he was right. There were things that were fuzzy. Something I should have remembered but couldn’t. Something that could help. What the hell was it?


  “We’d better let someone in your family know what’s happened to you, whatever it was.”


  “No,” I said, “they get hysterical. They’ll just make me worse. I’ll be all right. I’ll take a cab to the hospital and get checked out. Don’t worry about it.”


  “Yeah, right,” he said.


  McCracken drove me to the Civic Hospital Emergency, to have my head examined. I leaned sideways with fatigue. Leaning back was out of the question. My stomach lurched and I closed my eyes.


  “I’ll make sure your car gets home,” McCracken said, as he pulled into the Emergency area and parked. “You want to give me your keys?”


  I wrestled my car keys off the key ring. All I wanted to do was sleep. But something else was bothering me.


  “Blast,” I said, “the cats. Somebody’s got to feed the goddam cats.”


  “Okay,” McCracken said, “if they keep you in, I guess I could let your sister know. I’m sure she’ll do it.”


  McCracken took the upper hand with the nurse in charge in emergency.


  “Police,” he said, flashing his badge at her. “Head injury.” When my medical information had been given, I was whisked into an examining room. McCracken, to my surprise, came with me.


  “Just in case,” he said. “I’m not taking any chances. Your sister might hold me responsible.”


  My sister. I remembered I was mad at her. It seemed very long ago and unimportant.


  I didn’t much feel like talking, and after about two minutes McCracken went off for a cigarette. Who could blame him?


  I lay there on my belly, head resting on crossed arms, thinking about what had happened. Who had killed Sammy Dash and why? Why hadn’t they killed me? Why had they moved Sammy’s body? Had any of it really happened?


  My eyes popped open as the door squeaked. The resident who entered had not gotten to the lesson where they teach you to smile at the patients.


  “I’m Dr. Granger. What seems to be the problem?”


  “Someone whacked me on the head with something. I don’t know what.”


  “When was this?”


  I had to think. Nearly eighteen hours earlier.


  “Is that a long time to be unconscious after a blow?” I asked.


  “It happens,” he said, touching my head. “Does this hurt?”


  I gasped and gripped the sides of the examining table.


  “I think we need an X-Ray here.”


  McCracken knocked on the door and entered. He and the doctor exchanged looks, both used to being in charge. I’m used to being in charge too, but I lacked the energy at that moment.


  It was all I could do to hang on to my self-control until I got through the X-Ray. This didn’t get any easier when Alexa came scuttling around the corner of the Radiology waiting room, her face glowing with anxiety.


  She stopped in mid-step the second she spotted McCracken. Her hand shot up to fix her perfect hair. A reflex, I guess. Once she glanced at me, the anxiety was back.


  “Oh, Camilla,” she said.


  “I’m fine. You should see the other guy.” It was a well-worn joke in our family. This time, it happened to be true.


  A smile fluttered around Alexa’s mouth. “Are you sure?” she said, hugging me.


  “Yes.”


  “Well, we’ll see what the radiologist has to say.”


  I took a look at her. She wasn’t wearing lipstick, or even any makeup. Her hair was caught back in a pony tail, a style which was probably invented for her. If she still had her hangover, it didn’t show. She must have been in the garden when McCracken called, because she was wearing faded jeans and one of her late husband’s shirts.


  McCracken was staring. For some reason, his collar seemed to be tight.


  Alexa gave me a little pat on the arm, before she turned to him.


  “Hello, Conn,” she said.


  I hated sitting there waiting for X-Rays while the two of them pretended to engage in normal conversation. But every now and then Alexa would turn her attention to me.


  “Maybe they’ll have to keep you in, as a precaution. You could have a concussion, dear. Do you feel sleepy? Nauseated?


  Let me see your pupils.”


  McCracken gazed at her with admiration.


  “I can’t stay in,” I said. “I have to get home and look after the goddam cats.”


  
    * * *
  


  It was only after McCracken was gone and Alexa had squeezed every drop of information possible out of the radiologist and we were in Alexa’s car driving home that I remembered to give her hell.


  “You used me as bait to call up McCracken. You didn’t have the guts to just call him. The man dragged me off to a café and gave me a lecture about sticking my nose in this investigation.”


  Alexa kept her eyes on the road. “Looks like that was good advice. Which you didn’t take, and now look at you.”


  She had a point.


  “Anyway,” she added, “I’m glad I called him. So there.”


  My apartment is a five minute drive from the Civic, and we pulled into the driveway before I could badger her any more. Good thing. I didn’t want to hear any romantic drivel about McCracken.


  Alexa fussed all the way through the foyer and up to the sixteenth floor in the elevator.


  “I’m all right,” I said as we walked down the hallway toward my apartment. But I almost toppled over as I went to insert my keys in my apartment door and found it unlocked.


  Images of dead cats flashed through my mind, and I felt a wave of nausea.


  Alexa grabbed my arm. “I knew you weren’t ready to come home from the hospital.”


  “The door,” I whispered, “the door is unlocked. Did you leave it unlocked?”


  “Don’t be ridiculous. Let’s get out of here,” she said.


  “No way. You take off and call the police. I’m going to stay here and catch the cat-killer.”


  “You can’t stay here.” Her voice took on the familiar desperate edge.


  “Never mind, go call the police.”


  We heard a clumping noise just as the door swung open.


  Mrs. Parnell stood there, leaning against her walker. Cats flanked her ankles. They rubbed up against her as she inhaled on her cigarette and blew a great deal of smoke in our direction.


  “Well, it’s about time you turned up. I thought these damn cats were going to starve, they howled so much. First you create a noise nuisance bringing them here, and then you neglect them. Not a great track record.”


  Alexa rallied, once she recovered from the shock of seeing someone in my doorway


  “Camilla has been in the hospital having a head wound attended to. She was injured in an attack last night.”


  I liked Alexa’s approach. It had the nose-in-the-air-and-you’d-better-remember-just-who-you’re-talking-to technique that had always worked so well for the MacPhee sisters.


  Alexa propelled me past Mrs. Parnell and into the living room, where I slumped on the sofa.


  “And as for you, Miss,” Alexa snapped, “what were you going to do to the cat-killer when he came out of your apartment? Hit him with your purse?”


  She had a point. Having dumped me on the sofa, she bustled off to the kitchen.


  Mrs. Parnell thumped back into the room, followed by her new friends. “Head injury? My dear Ms. MacPhee, I am so sorry to have accused you unfairly. But is it serious? Should you not be still at the hospital? And who attacked you? And why?” She slid herself into the armchair and squinted at me in concern.


  “Not too serious, Mrs. Parnell. I got hit on the back of the head. The x-rays indicate I’m all right. But if I’m not, Alexa is watching me like a vulture. I have no idea who did it. As for why, I think I discovered a body before the murderer was willing to have it found.”


  “Tea, Camilla?” Alexa called from the kitchen.


  “Tea would be lovely,” Mrs. Parnell said.


  “Yes, please,” I said.


  Alexa poked her head out the kitchen door and gave Mrs.


  Parnell a dirty look, wasted as Mrs. Parnell was facing me.


  “I have a question of my own, Mrs. Parnell. How did you get into my apartment?”


  Mrs. Parnell snorted. “Well, Ms. MacPhee, the wailing of your cats became so pronounced during the late evening and early morning that it disturbed my sleep. I had no choice but to conclude that you had failed to provide them with the necessities of life and that it was up to me to get some sustenance into their whiny little mouths before one of the nosier neighbours called the police.”


  One of the nosier neighbours?


  Alexa fumbled the tea tray at that one.


  “But Mrs. Parnell,” I said, unwilling to let go, “how did you get into the apartment?”


  “Ah,” said Mrs. Parnell, accepting a china cup from Alexa.


  “You should use these more often,” Alexa said, turning and adding in a whisper, “instead of that moss-encrusted mug you keep in the sink.”


  “I’m very curious about it,” I said to Mrs. Parnell, who showed no signs of answering my question. “How did you get into the apartment?”


  “Well,” she said, and took a sip of her tea.


  I waited.


  “I felt I had no choice.”


  I nodded.


  “I asked the super for a key.”


  “You what?”


  “I asked the super for a key. I explained that you had asked me to water your plant and I had misplaced the key that you’d left me and I was in a panic.”


  “What plant?” said Alexa. “Camilla doesn’t have any plants.”


  I motioned to her to keep quiet. “And he gave it to you?”


  “Yes. Oh, he offered to do it himself. But I assured him that the plant had to be watered at 9 o’clock sharp because I knew he was tied up then.”


  “And he believed you?”


  “Naturally. He’s not exactly a rocket scientist.”


  “You weren’t bothered by the fact that this was against the law?”


  “Not in the least,” said Mrs. Parnell. “As much as I dislike the idea of animals in our building, I didn’t want the beasts to starve.”


  Four of the cats were clustered near her feet, basking in the warmth of their newfound friendship. Only the fat little calico waddled over to me. I had to lift her on to the sofa.


  “Camilla thinks she found a body lying in a large amount of garbage. We’re not certain that this idea did not come about as a result of her head injury,” Alexa said in a conversational tone.


  Mrs. Parnell nodded in agreement. “Very unsettling, head injuries. I’ve had a few myself.”


  “There was a body,” I snarled, “and I’m sure the lab boys are going to agree once they finish going through that apartment.”


  “Fascinating,” said Mrs. Parnell, “and were you alone at the time? No other witnesses.”


  “That’s right.”


  “Hmm. And how did you get into the apartment where the body was?”


  “The door was open.”


  I shot her a glance. Sure enough, I saw a little glimmer of amusement. Point to Mrs. Parnell.


  


  Fifteen


  I had trouble sleeping after the incident in Sammy’s apartment. I dreamed about tan shoes and garbage. I wanted comfort. I wanted someone to pat my hand. I wanted a shoulder to wipe my nose on. I think I even wanted to be cuddled. But I found myself alone.


  Since we were kids, Robin’s been the one who comforted me when I needed it. Now, of course, it was out of the question to go to her with my problems.


  Richard, I thought, was suited to comforting, and I could see myself sniffing on the padded shoulder of his navy suit. Richard could have done a hell of a good job, but he was in Toronto doing something tedious at corporate headquarters.


  That left my family.


  Sunday dinner at Edwina’s was their way of easing me back into normal life after my brush with violence. Even Stan refrained from practical jokes in the course of the evening, although he did have a suspicious bulge in his jacket pocket.


  The conversation was cautious. Everyone stared at me when they thought I wouldn’t notice. My father looked more puzzled than usual. I was certain they were all convinced the entire Sammy in the garbage scene was a product of the blow to my head.


  So no one mentioned it.


  We spoke about the poached Atlantic salmon, which was very nice, the parslied potatoes, which Edwina always did so well and the fiddleheads, which a friend of Stan’s had picked and sent by Priority Post from the Restigouche. Praise was heaped on the dinner rolls and hollandaise sauce.


  The Chardonnay was excellent. We discussed it for a while.


  We might have been meeting for the first time at a dinner party.


  “The weather’s been lovely,” said Alexa.


  “Very nice,” said my father.


  “Great for the Tulip Festival. Tourists all over the place,” said Stan.


  “The tulips are spectacular. They really are,” said Donalda.


  “Is everyone ready for lemon mousse cheesecake and coffee?” Edwina prefers action to talk.


  No one said much of anything while she and Alexa and Donalda bustled around in the kitchen.


  I fiddled with my napkin. Stan patted his pocket. My father looked at me with his brow wrinkled.


  For the first time in my life, I would have preferred to help out in the kitchen. But I’m never allowed to. Something about my track record with china.


  By the time we were all settled in with lemon mousse cheesecake and steaming coffee, I’d had it with pussyfooting. “So,” I said, digging into my cheesecake, “looks like I was right.”


  Everyone looked at everyone else, before everyone spoke at once. “Right about what?”


  I pointed to my mouth to indicate I couldn’t talk.


  They watched me munch on my cheesecake.


  Edwina drummed her fingers on the table until Alexa reached over and gave her a little nudge.


  I took my time. When I finished, I dabbed at my mouth with a linen napkin.


  “Well,” I said, pausing for effect.


  Everyone leaned forward.


  “Sergeant McCracken of Ottawa Police Services phoned me this afternoon.”


  I looked around the table, beaming. “Do you all remember Conn McCracken?”


  “Get on with it.” Edwina has a hard time maintaining a gentle, nurturing pose.


  Alexa blushed.


  “Well,” I repeated, “he called me today to give me the results of one of the tests taken at Sammy Dash’s apartment.”


  I took another mouthful of cheesecake, savouring it.


  “For God’s sake, Camilla, what were the damned results!” Edwina exploded.


  My father shook his head at her. It was enough to get Edwina to stop, but I noticed her fingers started drumming again.


  “How did he sound?” asked Alexa.


  That was sufficiently peculiar to direct attention away from me. Of course, that wasn’t my intention.


  “In this particular test, they use a chemical, which will cause blood stains which have been cleaned up to show under certain light.” I smiled.


  “And?” asked Donalda.


  “Well,” I said, smiling around at everyone, “the results were very interesting.”


  “Get to the point,” Edwina barked.


  “The test showed, and I must say I feel vindicated by the results,” I paused for a breath, during which there were definite signs of rebellion at the table, “the test showed what must have happened.”


  “Camilla,” said my father, in the voice he’d perfected as a school principal, “stop teasing your sisters.”


  “Well, the test showed large quantities of blood at the spot where I told them the body had been lying. It must have soaked through the carpet.”


  Everyone gasped at once. Most gratifying.


  “My God, you were lucky…”


  “You must have interrupted the killer.”


  “You could have been murdered.”


  “It must be a maniac.”


  I leaned back and enjoyed the reaction for a minute.


  When they started to settle down, I added, “There was something else Sgt. McCracken said.”


  I took the expectant silence as an indication of interest. “They found blood stains all over the place. On the walls and even on the ceiling.”


  Stan said, “Somebody must have really hated this guy.”


  “Or else, it was someone completely ruthless, without compassion,” said Donalda.


  Exactly. And with the kind of psychotic sense of drama needed to lug in a pile of garbage in a packing box just to add substance to the sentiment. I wondered if Sammy Dash had had one encounter too many with Denzil Hickey, acting on behalf of Rudy Wendtz.


  “You were in real danger.” My father could always cut through to the real issue. “I regret that we didn’t believe your version of the events, the first time. It is not like the MacPhees not to take each other seriously.”


  I spent the rest of the evening smirking at my sisters and making faces at Stan when no one was looking.


  
    * * *
  


  “I don’t know where your photos are,” Alvin said.


  It was Wednesday before I was pronounced ready to go back to work. Alvin was still peevish when I walked in. I put it down to jealousy, since I’d gotten closer to a murder than he had.


  “You just don’t remember where you put them,” he added.


  “That’s right, I don’t. But I know they were either in my apartment or in my briefcase or here in the office.”


  “Yeah.”


  “Yeah, and they’re not in my briefcase.”


  “Umhum.”


  “And they’re not in my apartment. I’ve been through every inch of it.”


  Alvin shrugged.


  “Soooo, they must be here. Let’s get moving and find them.” By this I meant, you get moving and find them.


  It was a distressing thought, searching through the piles of paper in the office. Paper was piled everywhere. The twin disasters of Alvin’s arrival and my preoccupation with Mitzi’s murder looked like the undoing of Justice for Victims.


  “I already looked through everything. They’re not here,” he whined.


  I stared at him, long and hard.


  “Maybe someone, the murderer I guess, stole them from your briefcase in Sammy’s apartment. When you were out cold.”


  Maybe, indeed. I couldn’t even remember if the photos had been in my briefcase. My head was still fuzzy enough to blur the events just before my visit.


  “Maybe someone broke into your apartment and stole them.” This was said with enthusiasm on Alvin’s part.


  “Nobody broke into my apartment.”


  “Yes, they did. Remember the dead cat?”


  “Of course I remember the dead cat. How could I forget the dead cat? However, I still had the photos after that.”


  “Oh.”


  Of course, I knew Alvin was right. Someone had stolen the photos. From me. From my apartment, my briefcase or my office. No question about it. Someone who had been in one of the photos. Someone who didn’t want me going around asking questions. But I hated to give Alvin the satisfaction.


  I also hated to go around snapping the suspects again. And one of them was dead.


  Alvin’s face lit up a bit. “Of course, I have the negatives.”


  “Good, where are they? We can get copies made and you can head off to the Harmony to do your back hall investigations.”


  “They’re here somewhere.”


  “What do you mean ‘they’re here somewhere?’”


  “I filed them.”


  “Well, get them out of the file.”


  “Give me a minute. I need to think of what I filed them under.”


  I glared at him while he stared at the ceiling as if the file title might be written there. I thought about how much I wanted to file Alvin under Employees, Former.


  The blast of the phone startled both of us. I grabbed it before Alvin could.


  McCracken.


  I gestured to Alvin to get his head back into the files.


  “So,” said McCracken, “looks like you were right.”


  When Alvin pulled the negatives out of the Miscellaneous file, I was caught up in what McCracken was saying. I pointed in the direction of the Rideau Centre and hoped that Alvin would understand that meant take them in to get printed again.


  McCracken was saying Sammy Dash had turned up in a dumpster, outside a renovated building. He had been punctured, many times, by something very sharp. And he’d been there a while.


  Underneath him, a poem was clutched in what was left of his hand. McCracken read it to me, over the phone:


  Here lies Sammy Dash

  Who sold trouble for cash

  Now he’s where he belongs

  With the rest of the trash


  I heard about it again on the evening news as I passed through the Findlay living room on my way up to see Robin.


  “Oh, look,” said Mrs. Findlay, “they’ve identified that man they found last night. Isn’t that terrible? We’re not even safe in our beds anymore. Even Camilla here found another body. What is the world coming to?” she asked Brooke.


  But Brooke, who’d been slumped on the sofa, surrounded by Holt Renfrew bags, choked on her cigarette. She took the stairs two at a time and slammed the bathroom door.


  I could hear her retching as I passed the door on my way to Robin’s room.


  “What’s wrong with Brooke?” Robin asked.


  “Reality struck too close to home this time, I guess.”


  Robin is used to my more oblique remarks and she let that one slide.


  “My mother says you found a body. Is that true?”


  She was looking better. A little more pink and white, a little less yellow. And she was sitting up, with her hair combed and her eyes clear.


  “It’s true.”


  “My God,” she said. “What happened?”


  I hesitated, but it was time to talk straight.


  “Yes,” I said, “while crawling around town to investigate the murder which caused you so much psychological distress, I visited one Sammy Dash. Mean anything?”


  I watched her face. Sammy Dash was a new name to her.


  “He was Mitzi’s Brochu’s photographer. And some people say he wanted to be more than that.”


  She shook her head.


  “I wanted to talk to him about his relationship with Mitzi and a few other things, and I went to his apartment. Someone hit me over the head when I found his body.” I rubbed the sore spot.


  Robin gasped. She leaned forward, grasping my arm.


  I hated to do it, but I said, “He was a good friend of Brooke’s.”


  Her head hit the pillow with an audible plop.


  I pressed on. “That’s why she’s in the bathroom throwing up. He was her friend. And now he’s been killed and dumped in a pile of garbage with a little note.”


  Robin was shaking her head, trying to keep the words out.


  I grabbed her shoulder. “It’s the same person. The same person killed them both. You’ve got to tell me how Brooke’s involved before something else happens.”


  But Robin had covered her face with her hands. “Stop, please,” she whispered.


  I put my face next to hers. “I can’t stop. You’re my friend and this is destroying you. And people are being killed, even if they’re not very nice people.”


  “Oh, God, don’t try to find out any more. Please.”


  I was attempting to shake some sense into her when the door jerked open and Mrs. Findlay stuck her head in.


  “My heavens, girls. The news is enough to…what’s wrong? Why are you crying? What have you done to her, Camilla MacPhee? For God’s sake, don’t you think she’s been through enough without you upsetting her? And she was just starting to get better too. Get out of here.”


  I stared. Robin snuffled something incomprehensible.


  “You heard me,” said Mrs. Findlay, “and don’t come back until you’re willing to behave in a civilized fashion.”


  Mr. Findlay was just starting up the stairs with a plate of brownies when I stormed past. I know it was childish of me to slam the door. But I got a lot of satisfaction out of the way the glass rattled.


  
    * * *
  


  Lucky for Alvin when I swung open the door of Justice for Victims on Thursday morning and opened my mouth to snarl at him, he said the right thing.


  “There’s a message from that guy.”


  “What guy?”


  “You know, what’s his name from the hotel. Richard. You talk about him enough.”


  “Richard called? When?”


  “Just a few minutes ago. He lost his cool when I didn’t know where you were or when you’d be back.”


  “But you did know. You knew I was at Robin’s and…oh never mind. Why don’t you go check if the copies of those photos are ready yet?”


  “Why should I go over when I can just call?”


  “Because,” I said, lifting the receiver, “I’m on the phone.”


  Richard’s reaction was enough to make me feel comforted. He asked all the right questions.


  “I couldn’t believe it,” he said, “when I got in and saw this message from you. The office should have called me in Toronto. Bit of bad judgement there. That won’t happen again. And then I called your place and got that twit. He told me he was not at liberty to tell me whether you had been seriously injured. And furthermore, he was unaware of your plans for the day and could I call back. Tomorrow.”


  “He sees his job as shielding me from a demanding public. Perhaps he’d be more suited to a large corporate office.”


  “Oh sure. I’ll see if I can get him something at Harmony Corporate.”


  “Richard?”


  “Yes.”


  “I’m glad you’re back.”


  “Me, too.”


  
    * * *
  


  I left work early. Alvin had been assigned to take the reprinted photos and prowl through the back passageways of the Harmony looking for anyone who’d seen our suspects moving around where they shouldn’t be. My money was still on Denzil Hickey, but I wouldn’t let Brooke Findlay or Jo Quinlan or Deb Goodhouse off the hook until I knew for sure. Even Sammy might have been there.


  “Stop sulking. It’s only one afternoon and evening,” I snapped at Alvin, slamming the door to cut off any rejoinders.


  I smiled all the way home, even on my many stops. Richard and I had plans.


  It’s annoying what you can buy when you put your mind to it. I managed to pick up herb-crusted poached salmon, rice, a medley of five blanched vegetables, salad and two slices of killer chocolate cake. And some lobster and asparagus dip for starters.


  I hit the liquor store feeling smug and picked up two bottles of Pouilly Blanc Fumé and a little Armagnac, just in case.


  I don’t know what hit me, but I doubled back to the florist and bought a dozen tulips.


  You’re getting worse than Alexa, I told myself.


  By the time I raced out the doors by the corner of Laurier and Bank, I was uncertain of my ability to get all the way home with my bags, bottles, containers and tulips. It was one of the few days when it would have made sense to take my car.


  Now a taxi was in order. As I snagged a Blueline, still smiling, a familiar face turned to stare.


  Ted Beamish was crossing Bank Street. A taxi turning right nudged him, but he didn’t seem to notice.


  “Camilla,” he said, racing around and sticking his head into the cab, “you look great. I heard about your terrible experience. You seem to have recovered. What’s all this?” he gestured toward the flowers, candles and food. “Planning something special?”


  “Yes.”


  “Oh. I know you must have been very busy,” he said, with his flush starting to spread from his neck, “but did you ever get my messages?”


  “What messages?”


  “No one answered at your apartment and your office line is always busy. But I did get through a couple of times and I left two or three messages.”


  “Sorry, Ted, I never got them. Maybe they’re stuck in a pile of papers or something. Was it something important?”


  The taxi driver took that moment to rev his motor a little bit.


  “No, nothing important. I just wanted to know how you were doing.” Ted said, with his entire face in full blush. “It’s okay, but maybe you can give me a call when you have a couple of minutes.”


  “Sure,” I said, as the cab pulled away.


  I looked back as we moved along Laurier Street. Ted was still watching the cab. But I have to admit, I didn’t give him another thought for the rest of the day.


  
    * * *
  


  When Richard arrived at 7:00, the apartment looked pristine. The reports and files, which had been stacked on the floors and on all available surfaces, were now stacked in the closets. Almost all the cat hair had been vacuumed up, and the felines were still a little miffed.


  The furniture, what there was of it, was now in an intimate little grouping, and the lights were as low as they could go. I’d set the dining room table in the window by the balcony, where you could see the river.


  I was wearing the kind of smile you might expect from a person who’d gotten everything done, right on schedule, and then soaked in a tub fragrant with Watermelon Foam Bath while sipping a glass of chilled Pouilly Fumé.


  I was also wearing my red jersey dress.


  I buzzed Richard through and waited by the door, my breathing a bit uneven. I was doing an excellent job of keeping my conscience quiet.


  As I let Richard in, he stopped and stared. “You don’t look like you need too much comfort,” he said, handing me a bouquet of short-stemmed, peach roses.


  “Try me,” I said.


  Behind him in the hallway, from Mrs. Parnell’s open door, the red end of a cigarette glowed. I shut the door and forgot about her.


  “You look great,” Richard said. “Getting hit on the head is obviously good for you.”


  “I do like seeing those stars.”


  He hugged me. The old-fashioned kind of hug you don’t plan, it just happens. Full of affection. Just like Paul used to do.


  “You’re funny,” he said.


  “And you haven’t even had dinner yet.”


  I liked that hug. It reminded me there weren’t enough hugs in my life. I didn’t pull back until he did. We looked at each other for a long time, smiling.


  “Mousse?” I asked.


  We sat on the sofa, munching the mousse and crackers, talking, our thighs close enough to feel the heat from each other. Cats watched us from freshly vacuumed chairs, from the newspaper basket and from under the dining table. When the sunset turned the sky over the Ottawa River into a wall of flame, I remembered about dinner.


  I got the salmon from the microwave to the table, turning down Richard’s offer to help.


  When I raced by Richard to put the first casserole on the table, I noticed he was trying to entice one of the cats to join him.


  “Don’t bother,” I said, when I swung back into the room with the rice and veg. “Cats will only come to you when you don’t want them to.”


  When I trotted out the salad, I added, “You’re trying too hard.”


  “I think you’re right.”


  Three cats had left the room. The fourth, the black and white one, had turned its back on Richard and was watching the wall with great interest. The fat little calico was following me.


  “This is it,” I said as I made my last trip into the room with rolls and the wine.


  “Kitty, kitty, kitty,” said Richard.


  The black and white cat jumped from the chair and stalked into the bedroom, tail twitching.


  “They’re all in there now,” Richard said.


  “Not true, the calico’s still in the kitchen. And don’t feel bad about it. It’s the nature of the cat to be in charge.”


  “I suppose.”


  “Trust me. When it becomes inconvenient to have cats around, they’ll be all over you.”


  “If you say so. I’ve always had dogs, myself.”


  “And who can blame you?” I said, fluffing the tulips and lighting the candles.


  In the course of our dinner, the last traces of raging sunset disappeared. Not that we were paying attention.


  By the time we were through our chocolate cake, the sky was dark and starry. We took our coffee and Armagnac on to the balcony and sipped it in the dark.


  “You can see the dippers,” said Richard.


  I wasn’t paying a lot of attention to the dippers, because our knees were touching. Richard watched the stars, and I watched Richard. I didn’t think about his wife. I didn’t even know her name.


  The night was mild, with a sensuous little breeze. A taste of summer to come.


  We talked. About the Harmony, about Justice for Victims, about his hobbies, about why I didn’t have any, about the Tulip Festival, about the weather. About my friends. About my family. About what it’s like to relocate in middle age.


  I don’t know when we stopped talking. The silence that replaced the talking was intense, almost noisy. It was full of watching and tentative touching.


  I need this, I thought, as we moved back into the living room, wrapped around each other. I need to feel together. I was tracing the outline of Richard’s ear as we sank onto the sofa. Two cats exploded off the cushions. We didn’t care.


  I felt a bit catlike myself, stretching and purring.


  “We might be more comfortable elsewhere,” Richard whispered in my ear after a long time.


  “The cats are, um, elsewhere.”


  “We could ask them to stay and that should get rid of 213 them.”


  I was enjoying the sensation of laughing when a blast from the phone knifed through our mood.


  “Don’t answer it,” he said, very close to me.


  “It’ll just take a second. It could be Robin.”


  He nodded, leaning back.


  “Yes,” I breathed.


  Squeaking sounds surged through the receiver. Richard leaned forward again when I gasped. His face creased with concern.


  “Arrested? Where? For what?” But, of course, I knew. “Okay, calm down. I’ll be there. I said I will be there.”


  “What is it? Has Robin been arrested?”


  “Not Robin. Alvin.”


  “Alvin?”


  I nodded. It was going to get worse.


  “What was it, drugs or something?”


  I took a long, assessing look at Richard before I told him.


  “He was prowling around the back corridors of the Harmony, and someone called the police.”


  Richard nodded, approving. “We don’t take any chances with theft or attacks on guests.”


  “He was just asking a few questions. But I guess someone had seen him there before, and he looked suspicious.”


  “Well, I don’t know what the hell made him decide to do that, but I’ll bet he’s in hot water now.”


  “Right. And I have to get him out.”


  “Why? He’s not your responsibility.”


  I took a deep breath before I started in on my explanation.


  
    * * *
  


  I hadn’t thought that Alvin could get any paler, but he managed it. I hadn’t thought he could get any snippier, but he managed that too.


  We were crossing the Portage Bridge to Hull at the time. Close enough to the Peace Tower to see the time was 11:30 p.m.


  “Okay,” I said, turning around to face Alvin in the back seat. “May I remind you that I was prepared to post bail for you? If necessary. But the charges have been dropped, haven’t they? You can thank Richard for that.” I pointed to Richard, who was driving.


  Richard seemed a little on the stiff side to me.


  Alvin sniffed. “I guess you should have been prepared to post bail for me, since you were the one who sent me on a criminal expedition in the first place.”


  “Hardly criminal. Just asking a few questions in the hotel.”


  “Then why did you ask me to be discreet?”


  I could feel Richard’s eyes on me.


  “So as not to scare off any potential witnesses. And I thank you for what was no doubt a very thorough and effective job.”


  “I notice you didn’t have to sit in the slammer waiting for someone to bail you out, even though you were the brains behind the whole operation.”


  I sighed. “There was no operation. And I’m beginning to think, no brains. I just need some kind of information that would ensure the police don’t come hounding Robin again over Mitzi’s murder.”


  “Sure, let them hound poor old Alvin.”


  “How did I know you were going to draw so much attention to yourself that you’d get arrested?”


  I turned to Richard before Alvin could respond. “It’s not far from here,” I said. “Turn left, and then first left again, and then first right.”


  As we stopped in front of Alvin’s place, he and I were still swapping recriminations.


  “I’ll walk in with him,” I said to Richard. “He’s a little shaky.”


  Alvin shot me a look that could have melted metal.


  “It’s no trouble. Just want to make sure you’re all right.”


  I hopped out of the car, grabbed his arm and propelled him to his door.


  “Let go of me,” Alvin said, jerking away, “you’re going to leave bruises.”


  “I’m just trying to help you.”


  “Yeah, right,” he said.


  “Okay, fine. I’ll leave you alone now. But tell me,” I stole a look back to the car where Richard was waiting, “what did you find out when you were in the Harmony?”


  “You astound me,” said Alvin.


  “Come on.”


  “No. I’ve just spent the worst night of my life and all you can think about is your stupid investigation.”


  “Not all, not all. Haven’t I been concerned about your welfare tonight? Didn’t I race to the police station with the one person who could get the charges quashed?”


  “Big deal.”


  “So, what did you find out? Had any of them been there?”


  Alvin leaned against the door to the apartment building.


  He pulled out the key to the front door. I could tell he was trying to decide whether to tell me or not.


  Finally, he broke.


  “Yes.”


  “Which one for God’s sake? Don’t tantalize me.”


  Alvin’s eyes glittered. He inserted the key into the lock and turned it. The door swung open. Alvin stepped through.


  “They all were,” he said, just as the door closed in my face.


  


  Sixteen


  As I shlepped along the corridor to my apartment, I had time to reflect on the evening.


  I could still feel the nip from Conn McCracken’s look when he had told me what he thought of Alvin’s investigation and my part in it.


  Richard and I had decided the visit to the police station had been enough to take the magic out of our evening. I felt that Richard had taken Alvin’s prowl through his hotel too seriously. And worse, he had his doubts about my motivations for our date.


  “How could you even suggest such a thing?” I stared at him, astounded.


  “What am I supposed to think?”


  “Not that!”


  We were pulling up in front of my building, when he dropped this bomb.


  “Well, it seems kind of funny, we have this very nice dinner and romantic evening on the same night your hired help goes snooping around my hotel. And, of course, I’m not there to catch him, because I’m all snuggled up with you on the sofa. What else could I think?”


  I felt rage rising and bubbling. I could hear my anger buzzing around my ears. The first time I’d let myself relax with someone since Paul, a man I felt I could trust, maybe even love, a man who made my knees crumble. And he reduces it to a scheme to get my own way. I bit my tongue, grabbed my purse and jumped out of the car as fast as I could.


  “Go to hell,” I said and slammed the door.


  
    * * *
  


  “What did you mean, they all were?” I snapped at Alvin the next day.


  His back was turned to me, bony and repellent. His ponytail drooped. He yawned.


  “I’m on my break,” he said.


  “What do you mean, you’re on your break? You just got here and it’s three o’clock in the afternoon.”


  “First, it was time off for overtime. You remember last night? Which I spent in the slammer after doing research for you. Now it’s my break. I always take my break at three o’clock.” He didn’t turn around.


  “Fine,” I said, “I’ll wait.”


  I picked up the Benning brief and stared at it. I’d been staring at it all morning and most of the afternoon. It hadn’t gotten me anywhere so far.


  When the phone rang, I snatched it on the first ring.


  “Hi,” said Alexa.


  “Hi.”


  “I just thought I’d let you know how things are going.”


  “How are things going?”


  “Oh, they’re wonderful.”


  They are not, I thought. In fact, they couldn’t be worse.


  “That’s great,” I said.


  “Conn and I went out last night. To dinner. We were having such a nice time, until he got a call about a case he’s been working on.”


  “Oh.”


  “Quite an exciting life he has really.”


  “Indeed.”


  I already knew about Alexa’s date. I’d seen Conn McCracken the night before. He hadn’t been too happy at the time.


  “Well,” he’d said, “I was enjoying a very nice dinner with a very nice lady. We were comfortable and relaxed when the call came in that a suspicious character was prowling around the same hotel where we’re investigating a nasty murder. I had no choice but to come downtown and see for myself.”


  “I know what you mean,” I’d said.


  “And what do I find? You again.”


  He had me.


  “Where you shouldn’t be.”


  “Right.”


  “Because two people have already been killed, and you have already been hit on the head, and you might have been killed. Because this is a serious business.”


  “I agree.”


  “And because your sister wants me to make sure nothing happens to you.”


  “She does?”


  “That’s right. And I want your sister to be happy. So, for the last time, I will ask you to leave this to us.”


  “Sorry,” I said.


  He ignored that. “And don’t think sending your weirdo sidekick is going to be just as good. We know him now, too.”


  We both looked over at Alvin. Alvin looked back at us, misery obviously flooding his being.


  Alexa held me personally responsible for the unplanned end of her evening, and she wanted to make sure I knew it. It was three fifteen when I got off the phone, and Alvin’s break was over by my calculations. I could resume questioning him.


  “So, just what did you mean, they all were?”


  “They all were. What’s ambiguous about that?” Behind the cat’s eye glasses, his eyes were slits.


  “Explain, please.”


  “Every single one of the people in your photos had been seen by someone or another behind the scenes at the Harmony.”


  “Even Deb Goodhouse?”


  “Even her.”


  “Even Jo Quinlan?”


  “Yup.”


  “Even Brooke?”


  “I said all of them, didn’t I? All of them. Even the dead guy, Sammy Dash.”


  “Wendtz, too?”


  “Right.”


  “What about him?” I held up Denzil’s picture.


  “Him, too.”


  “Really?” I said, smiling for the first time in eighteen hours.


  “That’s great.”


  “It is?”


  It was. My life was in ruins. I was not welcome back to my best friend’s bedside. My relationship with Richard was in the toilet. My business was dying of neglect. My sister had Conn McCracken on my back. I had five cats in my apartment and Alvin in my office. I was thrilled to have some people to take it out on.


  “I can’t think of a single reason for a Member of Parliament to skulk around the back halls of a hotel, can you?”


  Alvin shrugged, but I knew he was intrigued.


  “Did you happen to note just which hotel employee saw which of our suspects when?”


  “Yes, I did.” He extracted a semi-shredded notebook from one of his many pockets.


  I smiled some more.


  “I got their names, who they saw, where and when, as far as they can remember.”


  “Did you give this information to the police?”


  He shook his head. “They thought I was some kind of burglar. They didn’t believe I was investigating anything, so I didn’t tell them anything.”


  “Well, that’ll show them, I guess.”


  Alvin shot me a look.


  “So, now we have witnesses.”


  “I can’t go back there. They’ll call the cops in two seconds.


  And I don’t think you’d better go there either.”


  “We don’t have to go there. You have the names of your witnesses.”


  “Right,” he said. “I knew that.”


  “Okay,” I said, “let’s get on with it. So, what were they doing there?”


  “Fighting mostly.”


  I was going to enjoy this. “Let’s hear it.”


  “Where do you want me to start?”


  “Let’s start with Deb Goodhouse. I’m very curious about her.”


  “Well,” said Alvin, “it was very strange. One of the bus boys was delivering room service to Mitzi Brochu’s suite. Just as he gets to the door this woman bursts out, practically knocks him over, bites his head off…”


  “And?”


  “The woman was Deb Goodhouse. He said he’d recognize her anywhere. He described her. Even her size, which you don’t get a sense of from this picture, although I guess you did your best.”


  “All that from just a glimpse as she came out of the door?”


  “Well, no. He saw her again. On the staircase. He, my source, was taking the staircase because he wanted to have a cigarette, and employees aren’t supposed to smoke around the Harmony. But he was in a bad mood because La Brochu didn’t give him one red cent for a tip. They all say she was too cheap to tip anybody for anything. So he felt like a smoke, and he thought the stairs would be safe. But Deb Goodhouse was there. Hanging on to the stair rail. And shaking. Of course, my source doesn’t want to be identified, because if they find out he was smoking on the stairs, maybe he could lose his job.”


  “Shaking from what?” I asked. “Was she frightened?”


  “No, she looked very angry. If looks could kill, he said he’d have keeled over on the spot.”


  “Well, well.” I felt like one of Robin’s cats after a bowl of half-and-half. I may have even licked my lips. “Isn’t that interesting.”


  It almost killed Alvin to ask, but he did anyway. “Why?”


  “Because the Hon. Deb Goodhouse told me that she’d never met Mitzi Brochu. Now what do you think the chances are that she got into and out of Mitzi’s room without meeting her?”


  “Not so hot. Mitzi was there, according to my source.”


  “Good, very good. What else do you have?”


  “Well, there’s more. Your friend Robin’s sister. She was in and out. Couple people saw her on different occasions.” He looked at me coyly.


  “Go on.”


  Usually I have to drag every little fact out of him, but in this case his desire to tell the story overcame his desire to string me along for a while.


  “I guess Brooke’s problem is even worse than we thought. One of the cleaners saw her doing a line of coke in the washroom outside the big ballroom on the mezzanine. Cut it and snorted it right on the fancy counter where the ladies fix their make-up. This source was cleaning the cubicles and Brooke didn’t even bother to hide. Like cleaning people don’t count, and you could do anything in front of them.”


  “Sounds like Brooke.”


  Alvin was getting coy again. “That’s not all,” he said, looking at his watch.


  “What else?”


  “Well, she stayed in the ladies room for a while, and then when my source was coming back with replacement tissues and paper towels, she saw Brooke come out of the washroom, and he was waiting for her.”


  “Who?”


  “Rudy Wendtz.”


  “Bingo.”


  “And that’s not all. He belted her right in the chops.”


  “What?”


  “Slammed her back against the wall. My source pretended to be polishing the water fountain so she wouldn’t miss anything. You know what he said?”


  I shook my head.


  “He told her he didn’t want her anywhere near Mitzi, and she’d better get the message. Then he belted her again. My source said there was blood running down the side of Brooke’s mouth, and she was crying.”


  Whoa.


  “And then Brooke said, don’t mark my face, it’s my career. And he said, what do you think Mitzi will do to your career if she finds out about us. Don’t be a stupid bitch, Brooke. You’re going to ruin everything.”


  “My, my.”


  “And then there was the other one. The TV lady, Jo Quinlan.”


  “What about her?”


  “Everybody seems to have seen her. More than once too.


  Trying to get some dirt on Mitzi. She talked to the chambermaids and the kitchen staff. I heard she even tried to get her hands on the garbage that got taken from Mitzi’s room. She tipped people so they didn’t mind telling her stuff. Mitzi didn’t tip anybody, and she treated everybody like dirt, so no one minded shafting her.”


  “How did they shaft her?”


  “Well, they didn’t because I guess they didn’t have enough dirt on her. She was cheap, cheap, cheap. And they figured she did a bit of coke on the side herself too. But there wasn’t anything really, um, newsworthy about what she did when she was at the Harmony. Except for the politicians.”


  “What politicians?”


  “Lots of them. The people I talked to didn’t know too much about it, but Jo Quinlan got pretty excited about some of the people who went there.”


  “How did she know who went there if they couldn’t tell her?”


  Alvin looked down at his Docs. There must have been something fascinating about them, but I couldn’t see it myself.


  He sighed.


  “What is it?”


  “Well, it’s just that these people didn’t want to tell me all this. Their jobs could be at stake, you know. So I had to give them a little something to help out.”


  “How much of a little something?”


  “Jeez, there were a lot of people. About eighty or ninety dollars.” He looked at me through his eyelashes.


  “Fine.”


  “More like a hundred, really.”


  “I’ll give you your alleged hundred dollars. But in return I want to be able to talk to any one of your sources, whenever I need to. That means names, Alvin. Names.”


  “Jeez, I forgot a couple guys. It cost me more like one twenty-five by the time I was through.”


  “You’re close to being through again.”


  “Like, I really hate it when you don’t even trust me.”


  I’m afraid I snorted.


  “What does that mean?”


  “Where did you get all this money you so generously gave to your sources?”


  He drew himself upright. “I work here. You pay me. I got other things going on the side. I get by. You can’t go around trying to get information in this town without a bit in your pocket to help people relax.”


  “Hmmm. Okay. I’ll write you a cheque. You start by giving me the list of who saw whom do what at the Harmony.”


  We were both in the middle of writing when a black shadow loomed against the door and Merv barged into the office, without knocking.


  “Whoa,” he said, “you sure know how to get yourself in deep doo-doo.”


  “Why, Merv, how poetic.”


  He shrugged, “If you got it, flaunt it.”


  “Why am I in doo-doo?”


  “Well,” he said, lowering himself into a visitor’s chair and giving Alvin a nasty look, “a couple of reasons.”


  I nodded to encourage him.


  Merv was still narrowing his eyes at Alvin.


  “Alvin,” I said, “you’ve been working pretty hard. Why don’t you take a little break, get some air?”


  Alvin picked up his half-written list, slithered past Merv and vanished out the door.


  “Gives me the creeps,” Merv said.


  “Merv, Merv, you’ve got to learn to broaden your horizons.


  It’s a whole new world out there.”


  “Yeah, well.”


  “Back to the topic, Merv. Why doo-doo?”


  “Ho. I’ve been over to Robin’s. You are most unwelcome there. Do not darken the door and all that.”


  “According to whom?”


  “Jeez, you know I hate that whom shit. According to everybody, that’s whom. Mrs. Findlay and Brooke are pissed off. Maybe even Mr. Findlay, who knows. You’d never get past the front door.” Merv took out a cigarette and lit up. He kept watching me for a reaction.


  I didn’t even tell him to put it out.


  “There’s no way to get to her.”


  “We’ll see about that, Merv.”


  “And anyway, that’s not all. I heard that you screwed up your sister’s date with McCracken, and that everybody’s pissed off about that, even your family.”


  “Who told you that?”


  “Bit of police gossip.”


  I thought for a minute. “That didn’t take too long to get around.”


  “Hey, you just got to have coffee with the right people.” Merv heaved his shoulders. “Anyways, I can’t hang around here chewing the fat with you all day. Some of us have to work.” He lumbered through the door, leaving me with an additional set of problems.


  The first one rang on the phone while Merv was still thudding down the stairs. Alexa.


  “How could you?” she said.


  “How could I what?” I said, knowing perfectly well.


  “You know perfectly well. You’re the one who ruined my date.”


  There was nothing to do but take my lumps.


  “I’m sorry. I had no idea that Alvin’s investigations would ruin, I mean, interfere with your date with Conn McCracken.”


  “You never wanted it to work out. Admit it. All those nasty remarks about him having a wife. All those little digs. I have a right to be happy. Sometimes you are a selfish brat and I wouldn’t put it past you to set up Alfred or whatever his name is to commit that burglary just to get Conn to go down to the station and leave me there to get home on my own.”


  “I’m sorry, I…”


  “We didn’t even get to say good-bye.”


  “I know what you mean, my own date didn’t work out either.”


  But she’d already hung up.


  It was only when peace descended on the little office that I remembered. Alvin hadn’t told me about Large-and-Lumpy.


  Who had seen Denzil Hickey behind the scenes at the Harmony and when?


  Of course, Alvin was gone for the day.


  


  Seventeen


  I spent the early part of the evening puttering around the apartment. I had a lot to do, mostly involving making sense out of what I knew.


  It is easier to concentrate in an apartment that does not house five cats. Not only did the kitty litter need to be emptied and the cat dishes filled, but the cats wanted company.


  I ran into Mrs. Parnell while I was putting out the garbage.


  “Home alone tonight, Ms. MacPhee?”


  I didn’t want to get into my social life, disastrous as it was, with a neighbour whose nose just wouldn’t quit.


  “All work and no play, Mrs. Parnell,” I said, opening the door of my apartment and scooping up two escaping cats. I closed the door behind me without looking at her again. One more second and she would have been asking me about Richard. I wasn’t ready for that.


  “Now, buzz off,” I said to the cats. “You’ve been fed, you’ve had something nice to drink, you’ve got clean kitty litter.”


  But they were all over me. Jumping up on the table where I was laying out my notes about the Mitzi Brochu case. Sitting on the nice, fresh pad of lined paper. Batting my pens and pencils onto the floor. And just getting between me and anything I wanted to do. The fat little calico had trouble jumping up and cried until I sat her on my lap.


  “Behave, or I’ll never solve this case and get you back to Robin’s where you belong.”


  That brought me back to earth. I had to convince Robin to tell me what she knew about Brooke’s involvement. But how was I going to get past the dragons?


  I think it was watching the ginger cat, washing his paws perched on my writing paper , that gave me the idea.


  I put the calico down and fished out the phone book. She followed me to the sofa.


  “No wonder you’re so fat,” I said, lifting her again.


  I was just a little edgy as the phone rang in my quarry’s home.


  “Camilla MacPhee here. I wonder if you can do something to help Robin?”


  Ted Beamish muffled the surprise in his voice.


  “Anything,” he said.


  No questions asked. I like that in a man.


  “Good. Here’s what I need.”


  I was smiling when I hung up. Let Ted deal with the dragons. It would develop his character.


  I had other fish to fry. Such as, how to confront my suspects with their presence in the Harmony without getting myself hit on the head.


  The doorbell rang before I had made any progress.


  Mrs. Parnell. I guessed that closing the door in her face wasn’t quite subtle enough.


  She clomped past me into the living room, where five cats greeted her like a long-lost relative, although there was nothing catlike about her. If you had to liken her to an animal, it would be an elderly elkhound.


  “I know I’m butting in,” she said, taking the chair and looking around with interest. “But I couldn’t help but notice you seem to have more than your fair share of troubles. Breakins, assaults, and last night I believe you had to race out of here with that nice man and go to the police station.”


  Was she at that goddam door every minute of every day and night? Didn’t she ever sleep? I had to admire such unrelenting, unabashed nosiness.


  Even as I was admiring it, she pulled herself to her feet and moved toward the balcony door using her walker. She had excellent upper body strength, as far as I could tell. Just one leg seemed to drag a bit.


  “Nice view you have on this side of the building,” she said. But I could see her eyes stray to the notebook and the other materials on the dining room table.


  She looked over just in time to catch me catch her. But there were no hard feelings. When I’m her age using a walker to get around, I hope I’ll have the energy to annoy people too.


  “So,” she said, “is there anything I can do to help?”


  “Like what?”


  “Like watch your apartment. Like notify the police if you don’t come home. Like help you rig up booby traps.”


  “Booby traps?” I couldn’t suppress the laugh.


  “Fine,” she shrugged, “you’re the one with the dead cat, not me.”


  She had a point. But I still couldn’t imagine her having the strength to construct booby traps. On the other hand, there were those weights back in her apartment.


  “Mrs. Parnell,” I asked in a dizzying departure from the conversational track, “those weights in your apartment, what do you use them for?”


  “Why Ms. MacPhee, I bake cakes with them, of course. I expect more intelligent questions from you. What do you think I use them for? Weight training, of course. Trying to get back a bit of the old get up and go. After this damn stroke. Trendy kind of treatment for us old crocks now.”


  Stroke. And I hadn’t even known it.


  “Sorry, Mrs. Parnell,” I said, putting my hand on her shoulder, “didn’t mean to get you all steamed up. Let’s forget the booby traps and weights and all that. What I need now is someone plugged into the gossip at the House of Commons.”


  “What makes you think I’m not?”


  I gave her a second look. “Let’s have a drink, shall we? I have some very good Armagnac that’s just going to waste.”


  I waited until we were well into our drink, before I mentioned it again.


  “So do you have any contacts there?” Maybe there was a bit of truth in the neighbourly speculations about Mrs. Parnell’s powerful past.


  “The Senate. Close enough. Well, used to. Most of them are dead now. Or in Florida. Same thing if you ask me.”


  “That’s too bad,” I said, sipping my drink with regret. “Lovely weather we’ve been having.”


  “Of course, I might have a few connections left. I’m not dead yet.”


  “Or in Florida,” I said under my breath.


  “Is it about that Goodhouse woman?” she asked So much for any idea I might have had that she didn’t get a good look at the notes on my dining room table.


  “Right. I’d like to know what the late Mitzi Brochu might have had on her. Something publishable, anything from embarrassing gossip to something nastier.


  “Oh, I think we can find that out,” Mrs. Parnell smiled, putting her empty glass back on the table between us, next to the bottle, where I could not ignore it.


  
    * * *
  


  Robin and Ted were just visible at the end of the outdoor café as I strolled up to the Canal Ritz the next day. Summer weather at last and Robin’s pallor was highlighted by her flowered sundress. Her hair was in a French braid and she’d put on a bit of make-up. I stood and watched for a minute, searching for more signs that she was getting better. She sat facing the water, shaded a bit by the large umbrella. Her eyes were hidden by sunglasses, but she was smiling as she listened to Ted tell what I expected would be some tedious work tale. The smile became a laugh. They were drinking Coors Light, and neither one of them noticed me.


  “Gosh,” I said, “what a nice surprise.” I reached over to hug her. “Imagine seeing you here.”


  The smile slid down Robin’s face, and her Coors light teetered on the table. I could see her face crumple, all the nice effect of the pink lipstick and other stuff lost.


  “Don’t let yourself fall apart here.” I slipped into the chair that would shield her the most from the view of other diners. “This is a place you want to come back to after all your problems are over. Just keep telling yourself, Camilla’s my best friend and she wants to help. Maybe I should trust her.”


  She turned to Ted, the poor sap.


  “You were in on this, too?” The note of betrayal in Robin’s voice was unmistakable, and Ted didn’t mistake it for one minute.


  He turned the tables on me. “She didn’t tell me you wouldn’t want to see her. I’m sorry.”


  I had to restrain myself from reaching over and belting him. “Excuse me,” I said, “but let’s use a bit of logic here.”


  “I don’t want to use a bit of logic. I want to go home.”


  “You heard her, she doesn’t want logic. She wants to go home,” said Ted.


  “So, twenty-seven years have passed since that first day in Grade One when we shared the red crayon. I may not be the nicest person in the world, but in that entire twenty-seven years have I ever been anything but a friend to you?”


  “It’s okay, it’s time to go. I’ll take you home now. I didn’t know she was going to ambush you like this.”


  “Time to shut up, Ted. Robin and I have something to discuss. What about it, Robin? Have I ever been anything but a good friend to you?”


  She shook her head, fighting for control now. I knew she’d never made a scene in a restaurant in her life, and she wasn’t about to start.


  “It’s okay, Ted, I’ll talk to Camilla and then you can take me home. Would you mind waiting over there? Some of this is quite private.”


  Once Ted was settled two tables over with another Coors, we eyed each other with caution.


  “Look,” I said. “I know this is painful…”


  She shuddered.


  “…and I don’t want to hurt you. Believe me. But you’re hurting yourself. Let me help find out what really happened.


  The police or the newspapers are going to dig it up soon enough. I think I can help to minimize the damage to you…and to your family.”


  I knew the time was right, and Robin needed to share her fears. I waited. Finally she said, “You know, I wanted that red crayon all to myself. You just made me so nervous.”


  Good, I thought, I hope it still works.


  I signalled to the waitress for two more Coors Light. “Tell me,” I said, “what happened.”


  I waited while Robin paused to try and control herself.


  “Well, you know I tried to reach you that day,” she said with a shudder. “She, Mitzi, had called Brooke and told her she would never get her big break, because Mitzi was going to splatter terrible things about Brooke all over the papers. Mitzi was furious because Brooke was seeing this Wendtz person.” She shuddered and looked at me. “Brooke would have lost the ‘Walk in the Woods’ account. They would have dropped her.”


  I nodded. We didn’t have to talk about the terrible things Mitzi was going to write.


  “Brooke called me from Toronto the night before. She told me all about what Mitzi was planning to do. Write an exposé on recreational drug use by certain top models, with Brooke being one of them. Brooke was hysterical. Completely out of control.” She paused to blow her nose in the paper napkin.


  “First she wanted me to get an injunction to stop the story.”


  “Not good,” I said, “even if you did, a street fighter like Mitzi would get her story out of the injunction. So would a lot of other people who might not pay attention to Mitzi’s write-up in the first place.”


  “Exactly what I said to her.”


  I should have known.


  “Then she wanted me to go and see Mitzi and tell her that we would sue her for libel the minute she published anything detrimental to Brooke. I spoke to Mitzi on the phone first, and she more or less told me that she didn’t give a shit, the pleasure of seeing Brooke get hers would be worth any legal repercussions. I couldn’t believe it.”


  I could believe it.


  “But she agreed to see me that afternoon.”


  “Right,” I said, “she was looking forward to twisting the knife.”


  “I imagine,” said Robin.


  I looked at her with surprise. Now that she was telling the story, she was calm. I could see the old Robin swimming to the surface again. Calm, articulate, practical.


  “I called you to come along because I thought you would be tough enough to support me if I got upset. I wanted to talk to you first and fill you in, but I figured you could just wing it if you had to.”


  “I was right behind you.”


  “I know that now. But Mitzi told me that I’d better be on time, because she had just fifteen minutes for me. I was flustered. I guess I should have waited for you.”


  I shrugged. “She’d still be dead.”


  “You’re right.”


  But perhaps Robin was thinking that if she had waited for me, we would have either found Mitzi together or left when there was no answer, leaving the nastier bits of dealing with a suspicious police force to someone else. But Robin still would have had her problem.


  “And when you found the body?”


  She shuddered and pulled back. I grabbed her hand.


  “Robin, we have to get through this. I am not the enemy.”


  After a long time, she nodded.


  “It was horrible.”


  I knew. I’d seen Mitzi myself.


  “And I thought, I thought…”


  I kept a steady pressure on her hand.


  “I thought…” Robin was having trouble with her breathing.


  The hand I held was shaking.


  “You thought,” I said, not letting go of her, “Brooke might have flipped out and killed Mitzi before you could get there to fix things.”


  She exhaled. Shuddered.


  “And you preferred to have the police badger you and make you miserable, rather than have them find out about the connection between Brooke and Mitzi.”


  She nodded.


  It was out on the table now, between us. I’d suspected and even known this was the problem. At least now we could discuss it, develop a strategy.


  “You were making yourself sick over it.”


  “I was sick. I was terrified, my mind just imploded thinking Brooke must have been there. That she might have…”


  “You saw her, didn’t you? Leaving just before you went in?”


  I thought back to Maria Rodriguez, pointing to Brooke’s photo with such certainty. “Don’t lie to me any more.”


  Robin gave up. “I saw her slipping out the stairway exit just as I was heading up to the room. She must have seen Mitzi and panicked. I had to protect her. She’s my sister.”


  “Does she know you saw her?”


  “I don’t think so.”


  “You don’t think she should feel obligated to protect you?”


  “Please, Camilla. That’s why I couldn’t tell you. I know the way you feel about Brooke. I knew you wouldn’t help her.


  Poor Brooke, she…”


  “Okay, enough about Brooke,” I said.


  The little witch, I thought. She’d hightailed it back to her expensive condo in Toronto and sat there for the better part of a week while her sister held off the police. On the verge of a complete breakdown. Even when she finally sashayed home, she didn’t seem concerned with Robin’s well-being. If ever anybody deserved to lose an account with a major cosmetics company and be pilloried in the press, it was Brooke Findlay. The “Walk in the Woods” witch.


  “It would have killed my parents to have Brooke involved in this. They’re so proud of her. They just adore her.”


  I knew Robin expected me to understand. But I didn’t. I thought about my own peculiar family and realized that what happened to Robin would never have happened to me. None of us would be expected to sacrifice so much for the others. We would all stand together no matter what. Bitching and complaining, but together. I decided to call Alexa, soon. I didn’t like to think there might be a bit of Brooke in any of my behaviour.


  Robin was watching me. “I had no choice.”


  “You have choices. You are a useful, productive, compassionate member of our society. Consider when you make your choices the effect your breakdown had on your workplace, your volunteer activities, remember the Food Bank, the Humane Society, your clients. You could have chosen to protect yourself. We’ll get to bottom of this, believe me. And we’ll try to keep Brooke’s name out of the papers, but if it comes down to the crunch, it will be you, not her, I’ll be protecting. That’s my choice, like it or not.”


  It was a minute before she nodded.


  “And what’s more, one of these days your parents are going to have to wake up and smell the coffee.”


  “I’d still like to spare them.”


  “Well, I’m going to need to stay in touch with you on all sorts of developments, so you’ll have to let your family know that I’m a welcome visitor at the Findlay’s again, or they’ll get an earful of reality from me.”


  “Okay.”


  I reached over and gave her a hug, glad to have the old Robin back. She smiled.


  “How are my kitties getting along? I miss them.”


  I was able to dodge the tricky question of how the kitties were getting along, because Ted inserted himself back into the group at just the right moment.


  It seemed to me, as I watched them depart, that Robin was steadier, happier, better off after our meeting. I sipped a cappuccino as I watched Ted collect his car and come back to pick up Robin. But I was the only one who noticed the other silent observer. A man with a great deal of misery drawn across his face.


  Merv. Watching Robin like a lovesick Great Dane. All this goddam romance. It was enough to make you throw up.


  


  Eighteen


  “Gee, hi,” I said. “Imagine meeting you here. I was just on my way over to take a look at the tulips. Aren’t they great?”


  I might have been a maggot on the stem of one of those tulips the way Deb Goodhouse looked at me. It wasn’t just that she was splendidly casual in a full patterned cotton skirt and matching blouse that I thought might be from Suttles and Seawinds while I had on my ancient blue jeans and an oversized tee-shirt that said “I’m With Stupid”. Maybe she just wasn’t used to people sneaking up on her right in her own neighbourhood.


  “Mind if I walk along with you?” I asked, walking along with her.


  “I’m in quite a hurry.”


  Deb Goodhouse had been meandering along until I sidled up behind her. A typical Saturday stroll for someone lucky enough to live in a fashionable townhouse smack in the middle of the Golden Triangle.


  “I’ll try to keep up,” I said, picking up my pace to match hers. “I’m not sure if you remember me….”


  “Of course I remember you.”


  “Oh good, that makes it easier. I have a couple of questions for you.”


  Her mouth compressed.


  “Well, just to clear things up. You see, you told me you had never met Mitzi Brochu. The funny thing is there are people who claim they saw you visit her in the Harmony Hotel. People who could not help but notice you were upset.”


  I looked at her with what I hoped was a guileless expression. She was two shades paler after I dropped my little bombshell. Of course, it didn’t do to underestimate Deb Goodhouse. I gave her one more little push.


  “I’m not sure what the police will make of this information,” I added.


  “I don’t intend to stand around listening to you slandering me,” she snapped. “I have nothing to say to you on this or on any other subject. Now if you don’t get out of my way, I will call the police.” She stepped onto the street to pass me, stepped back onto the sidewalk again and kept going toward Elgin.


  “That was an incorrect use of the term ‘slander’”, I called after her, but she didn’t seem to hear me. “Bingo,” I added to myself. Everything about Deb Goodhouse’s body language and expression told me I had gotten what I had come for.


  Jo Quinlan was the next name on the list I fished out of my jeans pocket. Alvin had provided me with an address along with a very interesting tidbit of information. Luckily for me, Alvin had also put in a little map, because Jo Quinlan lived on the Quebec side, over in Chelsea.


  I retrieved my car and double checked the map. I was still chuckling over Deb Goodhouse as I crossed the Portage Bridge five minutes later and spun along towards Highway 5.


  Jo Quinlan, according to the notes left in Alvin’s backhanded scrawl, lived in the country and kept horses. Alvin’s directions were better than his office skills, and not long after, I found myself pulling into a tree-lined driveway with a mailbox marked Quinlan/Belliveau.


  A man in a pickup truck was pulling away as I nosed my car into the driveway as far as it would go and stopped.


  I stuck my head out the window and bellowed. “Jo Quinlan around?”


  “She’s out back,” he hollered. “You might need to yell a bit to get her attention.”


  The German Shepherd beside him in the cab sat there assessing me.


  “Thanks.”


  “No problem.” His pickup was already rolling down the drive.


  “Hello?” I yelled a few times as I walked towards the back of the house. “Hello?”


  The house was one of those modern cedar designs with floor to ceiling windows and skylights. In back the property took a spectacular slope, a view well worth looking at.


  Another German Shepherd came loping across the lawn.


  “Hello?” I continued to holler as I approached the nearest of the two barns.


  The Shepherd was in front of me and seemed to be considering if I would be tastier with or without mustard.


  “Hello!” I roared as loud as I could.


  The Shepherd barked back at me, moving forward at the same time.


  Jo Quinlan took that minute to walk out of the barn.


  “What is it, Maggie?” Behind her, horsy sounds emerged through the barn door.


  “Hello,” I breathed.


  She looked at me for a long minute, running me through her own internal computer.


  “Health Club,” she said. “You were asking questions about Mitzi Brochu.”


  “Exactly. I wonder if you could spare a couple of minutes. There are some things I need to understand. I’m trying to help my friend, the one who found the body.”


  “Sure, why not?” she said. “You want to come inside? Have a coffee or something?”


  Saturdays seemed to agree with Jo Quinlan.


  I followed her across a large deck, though a large door into a large country kitchen. With a wood stove and a lot of pine furniture.


  Maggie stayed outside, whining through the screen.


  “This is a wonderful place,” I said, settling myself in at the large kitchen table.


  “Yep.” I could see this was an understatement on her part. Her colour was high, her eyes were bright.


  “Sorry to bother you on a Saturday. A nice man told me you were in back.”


  “That’d be Dan. My husband.” She laughed a bit. “I still find it sounds a bit strange. We’ve only been married for six months. You want to make that cappuccino?”


  Aha. No wonder Jo Quinlan seemed to shine. She was living happily ever after with a new husband, a spectacular place in the country and a cappuccino machine.


  “Sammy Dash,” I said, after the cappuccino was in my hand.


  “What about him?” she said, the smile slipping.


  I took a little sip, to help rid myself of the sudden chill. “I understand you were very good friends for quite a long time.”


  “Yes.”


  The quintessential interviewer knew how to clam up when it came to her own personal life. She looked at me for quite a long time, her hazel eyes cool.


  I felt a surge of relief when she started to talk.


  “We grew up in the same area, we met in high school and I guess we were inseparable from that point until…we broke up.”


  “You must have felt terrible about his death.”


  She hesitated. “Well, you have to be repelled by the way he died. But, if you’d known Sammy, known how manipulative and cruel he was…”


  “You mean you were expecting something like that?”


  “No, of course not, not exactly like that. But something, for sure.”


  “Mind telling me why?”


  She exhaled, and I noticed she was pale. The effort of talking about Sammy Dash had undone all the good of her Saturday in the country with the horses and the dogs.


  “He was always asking for trouble, all his life. When I was a teenager, I thought he was great. A real rebel. Smart but undisciplined. He brought me a lot of trouble too. My parents hated him, and when I stuck with him it weakened my relationship with them. All my relationships.”


  “Why did you stick with him?”


  Her smile held a bit of self-mockery, I thought. “Because he was powerful and sexy and I was caught in his net. He liked to have women caught in his net. And once you were caught, he didn’t like to let you go.”


  I considered what I knew of Sammy Dash. The lazy arrogance, the macho stances, the way that women’s heads turned when he was around. The public way he’d touched Brooke Findlay outside the restaurant in the market. It fit.


  “By the time I got through Journalism at Carleton and landed my first job, I began to realize not every relationship was like ours, with one top dog and the other one the snivelling slave.”


  It was hard to imagine Jo Quinlan as a snivelling slave. I said so.


  “I know. I seem in charge, I guess, but it was a long, hard fight to get away from him and become a bit tougher.” She looked at me. “Okay, a lot tougher. At work anyway.”


  “How did you do it?”


  “Well, for one thing I felt I had to. He was not only treating me like dirt, screwing around, slapping me, drinking too much, hassling me at work, but he was getting more and more implicated in the whole drug scene. Getting involved with the big guys.”


  “Like Rudy Wendtz.”


  “Like Rudy Wendtz.”


  “So you left him.”


  She nodded. “And he hassled me until the day he died.”


  “How?”


  “Calls at work, calls at home, threats, embarrassments. Sammy didn’t like women walking out on him. He didn’t handle rejection well.”


  I thought about the story that Sammy had been after Mitzi. Could he have killed her because she mocked him? And then who killed him? Wendtz for revenge? What a tangle.


  “The photos and stories about you in Femme Fatale?”


  “I’m pretty sure the stories were orchestrated by Sammy. I never had any dealings with Mitzi Brochu at all. I was stunned when she first started to make fun of me in the press. Until I figured out the Sammy connection.”


  I thought back to the photos, nasty, sneering invasions of Jo Quinlan’s privacy. “You must have been pretty uptight, not knowing when he was going to stick his head out of a bush and snap.”


  She shrugged. “By that time I had my job as an anchor, I had self-esteem and I even had Dan. Sammy had sunk to nuisance value.”


  “What about your career? Didn’t all this sneering commentary hurt that?”


  “On the contrary. It seemed to help. I started to get calls and mail in support. That’s how I met Dan. He picked up a copy of Femme Fatale by mistake in a dentist’s office. It was the first one where Mitzi and Sammy took a real shot at me. Dan was outraged. He called me at the station to tell me he thought I was,” she flushed, “beautiful the way I am. I think I fell in love over the phone.”


  “Dan must have hated both of them then.”


  Just what I needed, a new suspect to up the confusion level. But the more I thought about it, the more it worked.


  “Don’t even think that,” Jo said, her eyes hard. She reached into a basket on the table and tossed a business card at me. “He was at work that afternoon. Easy enough for you to confirm.”


  Maybe, I thought, deciding to dig further. Tan shoes, I reminded myself, were all I knew about whoever attacked me and killed Sammy. To my satisfaction, Maggie started a ruckus outside.


  “Mind if I use your bathroom?” I asked Jo as she moved to the door to check it out.


  “Go right ahead. The one downstairs isn’t working right, try the one at the top of the stairs.”


  I scuttled up the stairs, pausing to peek into the downstairs closet. No luck. Upstairs, I ducked into the master bedroom, not paying attention to the country style decorating, sticking my head into the walk-in closet and checking out the men’s shoes. I couldn’t see any tan ones. I peeped under the bed. Nothing.


  I ducked into the hall bathroom just as the front door slammed. Dan was back, standing at the foot of the stairs, when I emerged one loud flush later. I could only pray he hadn’t seen me explode out of the bedroom.


  I smiled at him when I walked into the kitchen. Jo was giving me facial signals I interpreted to mean don’t talk about Sammy, don’t talk about the murders.


  “Well,” she said, “I don’t know what got into that dog today.”


  Maggie whimpered from the deck.


  I accepted the offer of another cappuccino, because it gave me a chance to check out Dan.


  He was not as tall as he looked in the pick-up truck. I think it was the heavy shoulders and large upper body that led me to expect a near-giant. Standing, the top of his head reached Jo’s ears. From the look on her face, that was just fine with her.


  I smiled at him in a way I hoped wouldn’t let him know I had just added him to my list of possible murderers. Close-cropped grey hair, silver-rimmed glasses. Wearing jeans, and, I checked, running shoes.


  “Camilla,” said Jo, “is looking into Mitzi Brochu’s murder and she was wondering whether I could…give her some insights into what Mitzi was like.”


  He flicked a glance at me. It was a lot chillier than the way he looked at Jo. The room, which resonated with Jo and Dan’s feelings for each other, was an uncomfortable place for me.


  “Terrible woman,” I said, having no qualms about speaking ill of the dead. “Everything I hear about her confirms it.”


  “You getting anywhere, um, looking into her murder?” he asked.


  “No,” I said, “nowhere at all. I seem to be wasting my time.


  Everybody disliked this woman. I’m probably going to have to give up.”


  “What’s Mitzi Brochu’s murder to you?” His eyes behind the metal-rimmed glasses were as grey and cold as the Atlantic.


  “A very good friend of mine found the body. The police are giving her a hard time.”


  He watched me as he inhaled the cappuccino.


  “I told you about that, honey,” she said.


  I couldn’t wait to get out of that room.


  Jo walked me to my car.


  “I don’t imagine you’ll find out who killed them. But I kind of hope you do. It would make a hell of a story.”


  “Right.”


  I climbed into my car and bumped down the long drive. As I turned on to the main road, I could see Jo Quinlan still standing there. I waved.


  Ten minutes later, I pulled up outside Alvin’s apartment in the centre of downtown Hull. I was skipping through the front door when two children selling candy bars stepped out.


  It only cost me two dollars. Banging on Alvin’s door gave me a certain satisfaction. I was almost sorry when he answered, standing there in his jockey shorts squinting, without his cat’s eye glasses.


  “You look like death,” I said, slipping past him. I didn’t say a word about his belly-button ring.


  “God, it’s not even noon. And it’s Saturday,” he said, leaning against the wall.


  “Get dressed, I need you to come with me.”


  Another ten minutes passed as I sat in the black living room, staring at the blenders and electric frying pans painted on the floor and covered with about eight coats of high-gloss plastic. From the rest of the apartment came sounds of flushing and brushing.


  Five minutes later, the Alvin I knew emerged, tucking his tee-shirt into his jeans, the fake leopard skin vest in place. His pony tail was slicked back, and he picked up his best leather jacket from the coat rack, although it was the hottest day so far in the year.


  As we walked out the front door, a girl with long red and blue hair emerged from the bedroom. She was wearing a carelessly wrapped sheet and smoking something illegal.


  “Alvin?”


  “Go back to sleep,” he said, closing the door behind us.


  We were back in Ottawa and zooming along the Queen Elizabeth Driveway, before he spoke.


  “I’m thinking about going back to Cape Breton.”


  “That’s a great idea,” I said. “I’ll help you make your arrangements as soon as we finish this little chore.”


  The little chore was my impending visit to Rudy Wendtz and his tame gorilla, Denzil Hickey.


  “You stay here, in the car. And if I’m not out of the house in twenty minutes, you call the police. Do you have that? Twenty minutes.”


  “I forgot to put my watch on.”


  “Use the clock on the dash.”


  “I don’t think the time’s right. You didn’t adjust it after Daylight Saving Time, did you?”


  “It doesn’t matter,” I said, through my teeth. “Just twenty minutes after whatever it says. Got that?”


  “No need to be snotty,” Alvin said under his breath.


  I left him there and marched up to the tall and wide front door of Rudy Wendtz’s big house.


  “Hi,” I said, shaking Denzil Hickey by the hand as soon as he opened the door. “Good to see you again. I can tell by the car in the driveway the man himself must be home. This’ll just take a minute.”


  Denzil looked at me with eyes that reminded me of ball bearings. I tried not to think about him murdering the tabby.


  I intended to deal with him on that matter later. He shrugged and I followed him down the hall to the conservatory. His shoes, I noticed, were black.


  Rudy was working out with a set of hydraulic weights. He kept going without a pause as we entered the room. This was good, because I wasn’t sure what I was going to say to him.


  It must be nice, I thought, to have enough money to have a house that overlooks the canal, and to have all the time in the world to develop your deltoids while watching the water ripple in the warm spring breeze. Wearing fashionable workout clothes and some kind of black running shoes.


  I waited. Denzil lurked in a corner. After a while, I cleared my throat. Patience is one thing, but I didn’t have all day. And Alvin was set to call the police if I didn’t show up in twenty minutes.


  “I just popped around to mention that you and Brooke Findlay were observed and overheard arguing over her intention to speak to a certain recently deceased media type and people are beginning to gossip. And also, since your friend here,” I gestured to Denzil, but he seemed to have stepped out, “was seen lumbering around the Harmony Hotel, the police may wish to reconsider your involvement. I thought I’d mention this to you, since we hit it off so well the last time.”


  He didn’t seem to have heard me at all. Just kept on pumping that iron.


  I waited for a while, checking out the plants, touching the equipment, before I glanced at my watch.


  “Oh God,” I said, “will you look at the time. Gotta run.


  Keep in mind what I said though.”


  “The police,” said Denzil as I passed him in the hallway, “are not interested in little things like that. Or little things like you and your friends. They’re not going to bother Rudy. So you can save your concern.”


  “Great,” I said, “I can sleep tonight.”


  I skipped through the front door, down the stairs and past the black Mercedes, hoping that Denzil hadn’t been able to see my heart thumping through my tee-shirt.


  Alvin was slumped over on the seat, snoozing. “Some lookout you are,” I snarled, giving him a shake as I climbed into the driver’s seat. I gasped as he toppled over onto me, his eyes closed, blood matting the back of his head behind the ear.


  I sat there in the car, struggling to get my breath before I thought to lock the doors and drive poor damaged Alvin to the hospital.


  
    * * *
  


  The police were less than helpful.


  “Rudy Wendtz. In front of his house. This happened in broad daylight in front of his house. Are the citizens of Ottawa not safe in their own cars?” Perhaps I’d raised my voice a bit with this. Other people in the emergency area turned to stare.


  Mombourquette leaned against the door, smirking his ratty smirk, staying removed from our crisis. At least they took our statement.


  Then I took Alvin home. I was left with the impression that since Alvin had not been attacked inside Rudy’s place and since Alvin never knew what hit him, there was unlikely to be a riot squad attack on Rudy Wendtz’s home to capture him and protect the decent people of Ottawa from scum.


  By the time I pulled up in front of Robin’s place late in the afternoon, my stomach was growling. But at least Alvin was all right, resting at home, no doubt smouldering at his memories of me. So I was cranky when Mr. Findlay’s face appeared.


  “Oh hi, Camilla,” he said, holding the door open.


  Surprise. I was half expecting to be a pariah among the Findlays.


  “Robin’s upstairs changing. Excuse me, I have something to take care of in the kitchen.”


  I walked through the living room. The TV was off. I’d never seen that in all the years I’d been coming to the Findlays.


  “Mother’s at a funeral. I thought I’d better stay here in case Robin needed me.” Mr. Findlay’s voice drifted out of the kitchen. Although I was sure I hadn’t asked the question.


  Robin’s room was empty. Shower sounds were coming from the bathroom. Good. I tiptoed down the hall to Brooke’s door and knocked. She looked surprised to see me, and stunned when I plunked myself down on her bed and started talking.


  “I find it interesting, Brooke, to know you had a major problem with Mitzi Brochu trying to ruin your career. And you were seen in the Harmony minutes before her body was discovered, although your family believes you to have been in Toronto, too busy to come to your sister’s side. I also find it interesting you had a public battle with Rudy Wendtz, noted drug dealer and thug, about your intention to confront Mitzi, and I’m fascinated your consumption of cocaine is so well known. Not good news for the ‘Walk in the Woods’ image, I’d say. And while I’m talking, let me add, if you treat Robin with anything less than the care and respect she deserves, and if you cause her to take any responsibility for crimes, or if you attempt to have me kept away from this house, I will go to the newspapers. I’ll ruin you, and I’ll smile while I do it. The choice is yours.”


  I left her, white-faced and shaking on her bed, and walked back to Robin’s room. Robin, wrapped in blue towels, including a blue turban on her head, was glad to see me.


  “You look better,” I said.


  “I feel better. And you? Are you staying out of trouble?”


  “Absolutely.”


  “Good. I think I can go home again, pretty soon. I talked to the people in the office. I might drop in on Monday.”


  “Great.”


  She reached over and grabbed my hand. “Thanks. Thanks for talking tough. I guess I’d made myself a bit crazy. Lost perspective.”


  “Hey, what are friends for?”


  “Hmmm. I can’t wait to see my kitties.”


  I took a deep breath. How long before I could tell her about the little tabby? Would it plunge her back into grief?


  Mr. Findlay popped into the room behind us. “Hungry, girls?”


  “Yes,” I said, not waiting for Robin’s reply.


  “Got a couple of Monte Cristo Specials in the kitchen.


  How’s that sound?”


  “Perfect.”


  Robin laughed. “Sounds good to me, too, Dad. We’ll eat downstairs.”


  “Good.” Mr. Findlay turned as Brooke brushed by in the hallway.


  “What’s the matter, honey? You don’t look too good.”


  “Nothing,” she said, “just a headache.” The bathroom door closed behind her.


  Mr. Findlay bustled downstairs to put the finishing touches on the Monte Cristo Specials. Robin started to change from towels to clothes.


  “Tell me, Camilla, why you looked so guilty when I asked about the cats.”


  “No reason. Nothing to feel guilty about.”


  “Out with it,” she said.


  I hesitated, not wanting her to know about the cat in her fragile state.


  She sat on the bed, turning white. “Oh God! You’ve let them all escape.”


  “No!”


  “Tell me what it is before I flip.”


  “One is…I mean, one of them, um, died.”


  She sat down on the bed. “Died? Which one?”


  “The little tabby.”


  “Dahlia.”


  I bit my tongue before I could say “whatever”.


  “How did she die?”


  I looked straight into Robin’s blue, blue eyes and said, “Natural causes.”


  She blinked. “Well, of course. But what natural causes?”


  “I don’t know. We’re talking about a cat. I didn’t have an autopsy done.”


  A tear trickled down her cheek.


  “I’m sorry. I know you loved your cat. But maybe she had some congenital disease that strikes without warning. I don’t think there’s anything either of us could have done.”


  “You’re right,” she said. “She was just a little stray, but I loved her.”


  I patted Robin’s bare arm.


  “So sorry,” I said.


  “I’ll be okay. I don’t want Dad to see me crying. Let me pull myself together. But it’s like losing a friend, you know.”


  I wasn’t sure how I felt about that.


  Later, as we hovered over the French-toasted cheese the Findlays all call Monte Cristo Specials, Robin had pulled herself together. But I could tell we’d be dealing with her grief for Dahlia for a while.


  “What’s the matter, Robin,” Mr. Findlay joked as he served up chocolate layer cake, “cat got your tongue?”


  


  Nineteen


  It was Saturday night, but what the hell. I’d stirred up a little action with the various suspects and spending a night alone gloating with the cats seemed like just the thing.


  As I rolled down into the parking garage, a man jumped from the shadows and loomed towards me. I stopped gloating and started backing up. He ran faster.


  “Camilla,” he shouted, “I need to talk to you.”


  Richard.


  A wave of weakness swept over me, and some of it remained in my knees.


  “Richard,” was all I could say. But I did roll down the window.


  “I want to talk to you,” he said, bending over. “What’s the matter? Did I scare you?”


  “You bet,” I said.


  “Sorry, I didn’t realize. I’ve been waiting, because you don’t answer your phone here or at your office, and I wanted to talk to you.”


  “Talk.”


  “Here?”


  “Here.”


  “Okay. I’m sorry. I’m sorry about the way I acted the other night. But I felt used and betrayed. I thought you’d gotten me over to your apartment so that your, um, your, um…”


  “Employee,” I said.


  “Right. Your employee could scavenge around the Harmony without me catching him.”


  “Hmm.”


  “I can’t stand that guy. He’s caused me problems every time I’ve tried to reach you at the office.”


  “Right.”


  “So the point is, I acted like a jerk and I’m sorry, and I was willing to sit in my car in front of your apartment for as long as it took to tell you.” He squeezed my hand, which was only slightly less shaky than my knees. “Can I see you again?”


  “Okay,” I exhaled. “But not tonight. I’ve got a commitment.”


  I didn’t mention that the commitment was to myself. As much as I was attracted to Richard, particularly now that he was properly apologetic, I didn’t want to spend an evening with him when I was distracted by having to develop a strategy to stay alive.


  “Sure,” he said.


  “Maybe tomorrow.”


  He nodded.


  “But listen, I have an idea. Walk me up from the basement, I’m a bit skittish, for reasons I’ll explain later.”


  Richard hopped into the passenger seat and we drove down into the garage. A place I never give any thought to. Tonight, it seem filled with shadows and bad possibilities. Every square concrete column seemed large enough to conceal Denzil Hickey.


  As Richard and I strolled toward the elevator, he was whistling. A creak in the corner caused me to jump.


  “Relax,” he said. “Maybe you should cancel your commitment and just rest tonight. You’re very jumpy.”


  “You’re right. Maybe I’ll do that.” I said as the elevator took us to the first floor.


  He turned, smiling.


  I melted under his hug.


  “I’m glad you’re back.”


  “Me too,” he said, kissing my forehead.


  “Tomorrow,” I mouthed.


  Still smiling, he waved back. Tomorrow.


  On the sixteenth floor everything looked suspect. The strands of hemp in the wallpaper seemed to reach out and tug at my hair.


  Pull yourself together, I told myself. You created this situation by stirring the pot, now you’d better cope with it without falling apart. I scuttled along the hallway with my keys held between my fingers like a weapon.


  Relief, relief, relief when I reached my door. Until it swung open.


  I found myself rooted to the floor, unable to move.


  Mrs. Parnell humped out, using her walker.


  “You stay there, cats,” she said. “I told you I’d be back later to check.” She pulled the door closed behind her and I heard a meow of outrage.


  We both gasped in unison.


  “There you are,” she said. “We’ve been worried sick.”


  We?


  She inclined her head toward my door, from which sounds of protest could still be heard.


  “I’ve been busy.”


  “Pretty skittish, aren’t you?”


  I nodded. “It’s been a rough day.”


  “Come on over and tell me about it.”


  I hesitated. “The cats…”


  “The furry spongers have been fed.”


  “Ah.” I followed her into her apartment, still worried about Alvin’s head injury. What had I stirred up? I wanted to spend the evening thinking about a strategy to flush out a killer without creating a new batch of victims. I wanted to make sure Alvin didn’t end up dead because of me.


  Instead, I found myself perched on Mrs. Parnell’s leather sofa holding a full glass of Harvey’s Bristol Cream. I was still jittery, and it seemed to me that she was too. Behind us, the peach-faced lovebirds twittered.


  “Here’s to your health,” said Mrs. Parnell, downing her sherry in a gulp.


  I tried to sip and noticed my hands trembling.


  “Well, Ms. MacPhee,” she said, following a discreet burp, “now that you’re sitting down, I have two things to mention to you.”


  “Mrs. Parnell,” I asked, feeling a sense of déjà vu, “how did you get into my apartment again?”


  “Ah, make that three things.”


  “Go ahead. Let’s hear them.”


  “First things first.” She topped up her glass.


  I shook my head when she offered me a refill.


  “Well, would you like the good news first or the bad news first?”


  “The bad news.” I always want the bad news first.


  “Okeydokey. Then, remember when you had five cats?”


  “Six cats. Not that they’re mine. Five remaining.”


  I felt pretty stupid discussing cats when my life and Alvin’s might be in danger.


  “Not any more,” said Mrs. Parnell. “That’s the bad news.


  The little three-coloured one seems to have disappeared.”


  I don’t even like cats, but my stomach clenched. The little calico was an extremely naïve animal, capable of taking a liking to the worst kind of people, myself included. Could she have…?


  “I spent hours checking your apartment, the hallway, everywhere. I knocked on every door on the sixteenth floor. No one has seen the damn thing.”


  “But how could it have gotten out?”


  Was that a little flicker of guilt on Mrs. Parnell’s grey face? She stuck another cigarette into the long holder and lit up.


  My voice rose a bit.


  “Did you come over to my apartment to snoop, and let the little cat escape?”


  Her head drooped. “It is possible, I suppose, while I was tending to the others, she, er, slipped out the door.”


  “They didn’t need tending. I left them plenty of food and clean litter too. What are you suggesting, I don’t take care of them?”


  “No, no. I didn’t see you all day, and I thought that perhaps something had happened to you. I went over to see if you needed help. The cats were just an afterthought.”


  In a strange way, it felt comforting to have someone in the same building looking after my well-being, checking to see if I needed help. On the other hand, I value my privacy and I didn’t want Mrs. Parnell exploding through the door every time she imagined things were a little too quiet in my apartment.


  “You still have a key?”


  She grinned.


  “The Super didn’t ask for it back?”


  After a pause, she admitted: “I had a copy made.”


  I held out my glass for a refill.


  “I’ll make a little notice for the elevators and the laundry rooms. I don’t think that cat could get out of the building, do you?” she said.


  “No. Not unless somebody took her.”


  We looked at each other. Somebody had already killed one cat… Maybe the same someone had plans to use this cat to intimidate me or Robin in some way. We have your cat and if you don’t… I shook my head. Too far-fetched.


  “You never know,” Mrs. Parnell said, as if she’d read my thoughts.


  The lovebirds kept on twittering. Very edgy, those birds.


  “The good news, though,” she continued, “is I think I know what the Hon. Deb Goodhouse didn’t want to make the papers.”


  I waited for her to tell me but it appeared I had to come right out and ask.


  “What?”


  “Well, seems she’s been in and out of these places, fat farms, you know, where they try to program you to lose weight. Treat it as a psychological problem. Lotta bull if you ask me, but nobody ever does. Anyway, turns out she’s had a couple of visits, paid for by the government, and she’s a bit sensitive on the subject. The legitimate press doesn’t cover that sort of thing. But the late Ms. Brochu would have made hay out of it. And apparently she’d intended to.”


  Bingo. I could just imagine it. Deb Goodhouse was still a large woman. Mitzi could have had fun with that. Before and After pictures, the same size. She would have included the costs for extra zing.


  “Potentially quite humiliating,” I said.


  “You bet. Although I’m not convinced it’s enough to send a sensible and successful woman, as Goodhouse appears to be, right over the edge. At least, we know she had a new reason to be upset with Mitzi.” Mrs. Parnell rewarded herself with a healthy belt of Harvey’s. “God, this is fun!”


  I turned down another refill. It was time to head home and think a bit.


  “I’m sorry about your cat,” Mrs. Parnell said at the door.


  “I’ll find her for you.”


  Back in the living room, the birds kept twittering.


  “I don’t know what’s gotten into them,” she said, turning back and leaving a trail of smoke.


  As I crossed the hall, I wondered how I could tell Robin that she now had two ex-cats.


  As the lights went on in my apartment, they went on over my head too. Did this have to be my problem? I called Ted Beamish, since he always wanted to help, and assigned him a chore intended to get me out of the situation.


  The cats alternated between surrounding me and disappearing for the rest of the evening. When I took my bath, all four joined me in the bathroom. When I felt like a cuddle, they vanished. When I snacked on a tuna fish sandwich, they all tried to sit in my lap. So what else was new?


  I sat at the table by the window and worked once more through the tangle of motives and clues. I knew one thing— Alvin and I had aggravated the murderer all right. Pushed him or her to action. But just which one of them was it? And what would he or she do next? Was I sure about Large-and-Lumpy? Could Jo Quinlan or her new husband or even Deb Goodhouse have followed Alvin and me?


  I never would have noticed. A chill ran through my body.


  I’d never thought about who was stalking me. I’d been too busy playing detective.


  The buzzer jolted me out of my chair. Edwina. I buzzed her in.


  Two minutes later she stormed through the door, followed by Stan, who was lugging a cast-iron planter exuding vivid geraniums. I knew Edwina was there to give me hell. The geraniums were just a consolation.


  Mrs. Parnell’s shadow rippled behind her half-opened door.


  “We must talk,” Edwina said, gesturing to Stan.


  Stan grunted on toward the balcony with the geraniums. That cast-iron container must have weighed thirty pounds.


  “Great idea,” I said. “Would you like a drink?”


  “No,” said Edwina.


  “Yes,” said Stan, returning from his chore, red-faced and puffing.


  I went with Stan. Lowest common denominator.


  Stan and I decided on rum and Coke.


  “Tea for you, Edwina?”


  “I might as well have one too.”


  When we had settled down, I noticed that Stan had a small, brown bag in his lap.


  I smiled at Edwina. The smile I always used when I got caught with my fingers in the icing bowl. It didn’t work as well as it used to.


  “Well, the family has noted that we have not heard much from you lately,” Edwina said.


  “You saw me at dinner the other night. Anyway, I’ve been quite busy.”


  “I imagine, since you haven’t called back and I’ve left messages.”


  “I figured you just wanted to give me hell over Alexa’s date.”


  “I do want to give you hell over Alexa’s date, and please do not think you can escape merely by not calling me. And may I add, it has been observed by more than one of us, you always have time to call when you need something.”


  “Well, yes,” I said, “that’s what families are for.”


  Edwina opened her mouth and shut it again. I thought I could detect a fizzling sound coming from her.


  She tried again. “We were informed today that your employee, Albert, was attacked while you were harassing certain individuals around town.”


  “Alvin,” I said.


  “Not important,” said Edwin. “Is it true?”


  I glanced at Stan, but he seemed hypnotized by the cats.


  “Who told you?”


  “It doesn’t matter who told me. Is it true?”


  I knew why they’d selected Edwina to set me straight. She’s the only one with the correct configuration of personality traits to have made a career as a Mother Superior.


  “I suppose McCracken told Alexa. What a worm.”


  “The point is, whatever you call him was attacked, and it could have been you, and we are very concerned. That’s the point.”


  “Here, kitty kitty,” said Stan.


  “Alexa is distraught. That nice policeman had to stay with her to calm her down.”


  “I’ve never heard it called that before.”


  “Be serious.”


  “I’ve been a lot of things, Edwina, but I think this is the only time I’ve ever been convenient for anyone.”


  Edwina’s upper lip twitched.


  “Pssss, pssss, pssss,” said Stan, clutching his brown paper bag.


  “All right,” said Edwina, “I’ll grant you that Alexa enjoyed being comforted by Sgt. McCracken. But even so, she was worried and so am I and so is Donalda and so is…” she looked over at Stan.


  Stan was bending forward, grinning at the cats, some of whom were beginning to move toward him.


  “…and so is the rest of the family. Except for Daddy. No one has told him. If you would like it to stay that way, stop this Nancy Drew nonsense.”


  My father. What a nasty threat. Everyone knew my father is the one person I can’t stand up to.


  Edwina leaned forward and lowered her voice. “We are terribly worried about you. Two people have been viciously, violently murdered. You have been hit on the head. Alphonse has been hit on the head. You live by yourself in this isolated, vulnerable apartment…”


  “I’m not alone. I’ve got Mrs. Parnell. And the cats.”


  I looked over to where the four cats were now very close to Stan.


  “And that reminds me…”


  “It reminds me, too, that your apartment was broken into and one of the cats was killed.”


  “That’s just it. Do you have any idea of how to…”


  The sound of a large dog, snarling and growling, cut through the air. Edwina and I jumped. The cats leaped and spun, their fur on full alert, claws out. They vanished as the growls turned to serious, loud barking. I held my chest, heart banging, head thumping.


  “For God’s sake, Stan, this is hardly the time for your stupid jokes.”


  It’s not like Edwina to give Stan hell, and he had the grace to blush.


  I picked up the tiny toy dog with the powerful bark from the floor and removed the batteries. I dropped the batteries into my pocket and tossed the stupid mutt through the door of my bedroom with full force.


  “It’s okay, you can come back now,” I called to the cats. “As I was saying, Edwina, do you remember what Deb Goodhouse was like as a girl?”


  “Why on earth do you want to know that? Don’t you have more important things to think about?”


  “Indulge me.”


  Edwina narrowed her eyes. She seemed to feel I was up to something.


  “It’s hard to remember. She was kind of self-conscious.


  Worried about how people looked at her. She always had to shine at something, like Debating Society or Drama Club or some damn thing. She wasn’t pretty and she wasn’t popular, and she didn’t have any decent clothes. I don’t remember her ever having a boyfriend.”


  This didn’t sound too bad. I’d been pretty much the same, except for the self-conscious and worried part.


  “How come she hung out at our place? All of you were always popular.”


  Edwina shrugged. “I don’t know. I think Alexa felt sorry for her. And she always wanted to be around us. It used to irritate me from time to time, but Alexa and Donalda always stuck up for her. Why don’t you ask them?”


  “Yes, well…”


  “And please don’t think that this inquiry will distract me from the main purpose of this visit. You are to stop all your ridiculous and dangerous attempts at detecting.” She got to her feet with great dignity, marred only slightly by the clumps of cat hair stuck to her rear end.


  I smiled.


  “Come along, Stan,” she said, “and forget about that silly toy.”


  “But, Edwina…” he said We both knew he was out of luck.


  Even after they left, no cats appeared, suffering no doubt from a crisis of confidence in the management of their current hotel. It was fine with me, I had things to do. I was whistling as I picked up the phone.


  


  Twenty


  Sunday morning I woke up early, my breathing laboured because of a great weight on my chest. The cats had chosen to forgive and forget. The black and white one apparently found me quite comfortable. All four of them were miffed when I had the nerve to get out of bed.


  I bumped around the kitchen, yawning and fumbling. Cat food into the dishes, coffee into the coffee maker. Fragments of the night’s dreams clogged my head and zoomed forward now and then, causing me to gasp. Robin and Alvin and Deb Goodhouse had filled those dreams, had been dead in them.


  I was glad when the coffee was ready. I took a couple of sips and went to phone Alvin at home.


  “Wha’?” he asked after a considerable amount of banging with the receiver. “Whoosis?”


  “It’s Camilla, merely checking on your well-being. I’m glad to see you survived the night. Well, good-bye now.”


  “I’m claiming overtime for this.” He managed to slam down the phone before I did.


  Still, he was alive and back to his old self. My second call got a positive response. I had another cup of coffee to celebrate. I had my feet up on the coffee table and was reading the Sunday paper when the doorbell rang. Another success.


  Ted Beamish looked as furtive as a pudgy man with thinning red hair can look. The large doughnut box he was clutching seemed to have a life of its own, shifting and swaying in his grasp. From her open doorway, Mrs. Parnell peered at him with undisguised interest.


  They both stared at me. Perhaps because I was still in Paul’s old blue pyjamas, with the legs kind of rippling on the floor past my toes. What the hell, it wasn’t like either one of them made much of a fashion statement.


  “I got it,” Ted hissed.


  “Got what?”


  He whipped around to stare back at Mrs. Parnell, who had asked the question.


  I swear he made a peeping sound.


  “The answer to our troubles, Mrs. P.,” I said. “Come on over. It’ll save you having to lean against my door with a glass in your hand and maybe losing your balance and hurting yourself.”


  “No need to be snotty,” she said as she hobbled into the apartment.


  “Well,” I said, “let’s have a look in that box. Have we solved the problem?”


  Ted flipped open the top, and a small round calico cat hissed at him.


  “Perfecto,” I said.


  “You found it!” said Mrs. Parnell.


  “Not it, but one that looks just like it. What do you think?


  Robin will never catch on,” I said “Boy, that’s a relief,” said Ted. “I wasn’t sure I could find one with a face like a pansy. I wasn’t even sure exactly what a pansy looked like.”


  “You did well, young man,” said Mrs. Parnell, whipping out a cigarette to mark the occasion. “It looks like the same cat to me. A little slimmer perhaps.”


  “Robin will probably attribute that to my cooking. I owe you, Ted. Was it hard to find?”


  “My contacts at the Humane Society paid off. You’re absolutely sure Robin won’t catch on? She was pretty ticked off about the restaurant. I wouldn’t want to have another strike against me.”


  “Let’s show a little backbone here.”


  I thought I’d calmed him down, but he still jumped at the sound of the doorbell.


  “You get a lot of company, for a Sunday morning.”


  Robin’s voice chirped through the intercom and silenced us. By the time she arrived at the apartment, we were all sitting stiffly around the living room, trying to look like we had nothing to do with any conspiracy.


  “Hello-o,” she called pushing open the front door. “Here kitties.”


  “Robin,” I said, “this is great. How did you get here? Do you feel well enough to drive?”


  “Brooke dropped me off. She had somewhere urgent to go.”


  Kitties appeared from everywhere, showing great interest in Robin. She scratched behind their ears and snuggled up to them. The grey one, the black and white one, the Persian, the ginger. She looked at the little calico with surprise.


  “Aren’t you cute,” she said. “Who are you? Don’t tell me that Camilla finally broke down and got a pet.”


  My throat felt very, very dry as I said, “That’s your little calico cat, Robin.”


  She stared at me, astounded.


  “That’s not my cat.”


  “Of course, it is,” I told her firmly.


  Robin’s voice went up a notch. “This is not my cat. I know my cats, and this is not one of them. Where is my calico cat, Camilla?”


  I blundered on. “Perhaps, Robin, the effects of your recent…”


  “Enough bullshit. Has something happened to Myrtle?”


  She looked around just in time to see Ted and Mrs. P. exchanging looks that any jury in the world would accept as a sure sign of guilt.


  “Not really,” I said.


  “Then where is she?”


  “She is not here right now. However, I’m certain she’ll be back shortly. In the meantime, this lovely creature will permit you to return home with five cats.”


  “You tried to trick me, didn’t you?


  “Certainly not.”


  “And you,” she said, turning to Ted, “were you in on this duplicity too?”


  Ted uttered a strangled sound.


  “What he means to say,” I said, “is that he knows nothing about this. He merely came here in response to my request that he help me improve security in my apartment. He’s what they call an innocent bystander caught in the crossfire.”


  Robin nodded. At least she accepted that.


  “And Mrs. Parnell is an innocent bystander too. Just dropped in for a bit of tea.”


  “I should have known you could concoct something so ridiculous all by yourself.”


  “I’m not really innocent,” said Mrs. Parnell, drawing off the enemy fire, “I seem to have let your little cat escape. It was not Camilla at all. She wanted to spare you any additional pain. I agree the idea was naïve, perhaps even asinine, but it was well-meant.”


  “Robin,” Ted blurted, “I’m not really innocent either. I found this cat and brought it here.”


  What is the matter with these people, I asked myself.


  “It’s okay, Ted, I understand you wanted to help.”


  She turned to me. I raised my chin.


  “But you should have known better. You should consider the consequences of the things you do.”


  
    * * *
  


  I was damned glad to be alone when they left, Robin to go back to her apartment, accompanied by Ted, Mrs. Parnell to spy on the rest of the neighbours, the cats to their castle.


  I was slumped on the sofa, telling myself I liked the place better without cats anyway, when I had an idea.


  “Camilla!,” Richard said, when he answered, “Are you feeling rested or still jumpy?”


  “A bit of both. Irritated too. How about if I tell you everything tonight? I really feel like spending some time with someone who won’t lecture me and who will see the humour in my existence.”


  “That someone sounds a lot like me.”


  “Great. Do you feel like coming here?”


  “What time?”


  “Seven?”


  It gave me something to smile about, and I considered not answering the phone when it rang two minutes later.


  The woman on the phone sounded panicky, breathless and far away. A familiar voice, familiar because so many women who have been victims are frightened of being victims again.


  “You’ve got to help me. They’re going to let him out.”


  “Who is this?”


  “Please help me. I’m afraid.”


  “I can’t help you if I don’t know who you are.”


  “My boyfriend. He’s out on parole. He’s coming after me.”


  “There are things you can do. How can I get in touch with you?”


  “You can’t. He’ll find out. I need to see you now.”


  “Fine.”


  “Can I meet you in your office?” She sounded like she was hyperventilating.


  Why not? Despite the pull of the Mitzi Brochu case, helping real or potential victims was my business. It wouldn’t be the first time I’d spent Sunday with a terrified woman.


  “Sure.”


  “When?


  “In an hour.” Long enough to change and walk.


  “Please, I can’t take the chance of anyone else knowing.”


  Who the hell else do you think is hanging around on a Sunday morning with nothing better to do than listen to our conversation, I thought.


  “All right,” I said.


  I took time to shower and change into my jeans and a tee-shirt. I pulled on a light plaid blazer on top in case I needed to look the tiniest bit businesslike.


  As I left the apartment and pulled the door closed behind me, I was humming. Even a trip to the office couldn’t take that away from me.


  “Good-bye, Mrs. Parnell,” I said to her half-open door.


  
    * * *
  


  The walk to Elgin Street was wonderful, and I needed it. The combination of head injuries and high drama had played hell with my regular exercise program.


  The smell of new leaves, grass and general spring aromas tickled my nose, leaving me with the wish that I could enjoy the sun, the grass and the water instead of barrelling on toward the office. With luck, I told myself, I could amble back, stopping to check out the tulips, which were tantalizing the tourists.


  I took Wellington Street all the way, enjoying the strollers and amblers and the splashes of tulip colour up on Parliament Hill.


  All down Elgin Street, people were heading to and from restaurants and parks. My turn will come, I thought, as I entered the little foyer that led to the empty stairs that in turn led to Justice For Victims. Too bad the woman I was meeting had been so terrified. She would probably reject my suggestion that we move to the Mayflower’s open air café for our discussion.


  I turned the key in the lock and gave a little push. Stuck. Must be the start of the damn summer humidity, I thought, banging against it. The door opened suddenly and I shot across the room and hit the desk.


  “So glad you could come,” Rudy Wendtz said from the other side of the desk.


  The blinds were drawn so that no one from the condos in the next building could see in, and the lights were on. I didn’t like that.


  I also didn’t like the look of Wendtz’s smile. It hardly reached the ends of his lips, let alone his eyes. His eyes held something else. Anticipation? Whatever it was, I didn’t like it either.


  On the growing list of things I didn’t like was the sight of Denzil Hickey lounging near the door.


  They didn’t even bother to close the door. No one was in the building to see the gun Denzil pointed, very deliberately, at my head. I don’t know much about guns, but this one looked like the type that could make a very large hole.


  “Very fashionable, I’m sure,” I said. As long as my bladder didn’t betray me, I wasn’t going to give him any satisfaction.


  I think I managed to look cool, but my heart sounded like someone knocking at the door.


  “Give my regards to Brooke, I appreciated her acting ability on the phone,” I said.


  Wendtz smirked.


  “You may wish to recommend some additional coaching on the finer points. If I was able to see through her, think what the critics would make of such a performance.”


  “Cute,” said Wendtz.


  “Very,” I chirped, feeling I had little to lose. “Cute enough for me to catch on. And get back-up.”


  He lifted an eyebrow and stared before his smile broadened, showing teeth.


  “Let’s see how much good your back-up does you against Denzil.”


  I took another look at Denzil and deduced that the long, cylindrical object he was attaching to the muzzle of the gun was a silencer.


  “Keep talking, Mr. Wendtz, your threat to have Mr. Hickey aerate my head is being duly recorded by the police who know you are implicated in the murders of Mitzi Brochu and Sammy Dash.”


  Denzil caressed the weapon.


  “Nothing personal,” he said.


  “I hope you got that, McCracken,” I bellowed. “That should be enough to hold them.”


  Wendtz kept on smiling. “Nice bit of bullshit. I suppose if you want to die with dignity, that’s the way to do it.”


  He nodded to Denzil. Denzil raised the gun.


  There was nothing I could do against the two of them. I kept my eyes open, expecting to melt into blackness, expecting to die.


  Not expecting Wendtz to laugh long and loud.


  I watched with my mouth open.


  “I hope,” said Wendtz, unbending out of my chair, “you get the point of this exercise. You are a little lady, and you are playing with the big boys. You are stirring up trouble, and you are upsetting a lot of people. Take a lesson and mind your own business.”


  I slumped against the desk, oozing with relief and resentment. My stomach felt like there was a dogfight going on in it.


  He gave a lazy, arrogant stretch, secure in his power, knowing he had gotten through to me. Completely.


  I glanced over to Denzil, who was showing his bad teeth. I did a double-take when I saw the third person. From behind the open door, a movement.


  I whipped around to speak to Wendtz just as his head exploded like a pumpkin landing on the road. I dove for cover. From what? From whom? I didn’t know. And from the frozen look on Denzil Hickey’s face, he didn’t either.


  I suppose I shouldn’t have been surprised when the office lights went out; after all, the switch was in the hallway outside, along with someone wearing tan shoes. I grabbed the side of the desk and crawled around it, trying to stay away from Wendtz’s body. The room was deep grey rather than black. A deeper something moved on the other side of the desk. I could distinguish the shadow that was Denzil before the flash that finished him. With his last scream echoing in my skull, I lay cowering behind the desk for an eternity. But it was really less than a hour. Time enough to think, though. Who had killed Wendtz and Denzil? Had I really seen the same tan shoes again? And was the killer coming for me too?


  
    * * *
  


  “Excuse me while I call somebody,” I said to McCracken. “I’d like to use another telephone though.”


  Bits of Wendtz were splattered over my own phone, and I couldn’t see myself picking up the receiver.


  It was only after the police arrived with their sirens and heavy shoes that I began to shake. I could see my hands vibrating, and I stuck them in my jeans pocket. I tried to keep the wobble out of my voice, but didn’t quite manage.


  “I’ll come with you,” said McCracken.


  I didn’t know if that was procedure or some violation of it.


  But it suited me. Someone had killed Wendtz and Hickey, someone who knew about my involvement in the Mitzi Brochu case.


  “How did you know?”


  McCracken held my arm as we walked down the stairs together. He did it well, so that I felt supported and not diminished.


  “We received a call from an anonymous source.”


  “Ah.”


  He nodded gravely.


  “Perhaps whoever shot them?”


  “Could be.”


  Across the street at the Mayflower, McCracken anted up for coffee and chocolate banana cake for two while I made my call.


  When I finally reached Richard and told him what had happened, it was all I could do to keep him from coming over.


  “No,” I said, “I’d like you to be as far away from this as possible. I’ll see you tomorrow instead. I’ll enjoy the time with you more if we don’t have the same images in our heads.”


  “I guess so,” he said. “Will you be up to it then?”


  “Yep. Come after dinner for drinks. I can’t count on getting things organized.”


  “Tell you what, why don’t I bring dinner? I’ve got excellent connections in the kitchen here. Think you could rustle up two plates and a bit of cutlery?”


  “Sure. See you about seven.”


  I gulped down the coffee when it came, but pushed away the cake. The taste of dust from the office floor and the smell of blood had done bad things to my appetite. And even though Wendtz and Hickey had been bottom crawlers, I had still seen them die.


  I went over and over the sequence of events with McCracken. So much better here than in the office. In the course of our discussion, we each had two more coffees and McCracken ate my cake.


  I talked while he ate.


  “Who do you think killed them? And why do you think they didn’t kill me? And why did they call the police? Or if they didn’t, who did? Could this be some kind of turf war between rival drug distributors? How were Mitzi Brochu and Sammy Dash connected? Who were Wendtz’s rivals? And how did that link up with my office? Are you going to talk to Brooke Findlay? Her miserable life might be in danger too.”


  McCracken blotted his mouth with a napkin. “Do you really want me to answer, or are you just going to keep spewing questions?”


  “And that poem,” I said, referring to the scrap of paper McCracken had picked up by the door when he arrived, “that’s the same motif as Sammy and Mitzi. What do you think about that?”


  “I think that the deaths are most likely linked to the industry. After all, they all knew each other.”


  “Unusual to have poetry written to commemorate murders in the drug trade.”


  He shrugged. “You see a lot of real strange stuff in this business. C’mon, I’ll drive you home now. Maybe get Alexa to come over and keep you company. Have a drink together or something.”


  “She’ll be more upset about hearing this story than I was living through it. You have a drink with her. It’ll do everybody more good.”


  “Maybe. But you better take care anyway. One good thing.


  Since you have no idea about any of this stuff, at least you’ll stop playing detective. Wouldn’t want you to run into those tan shoes again and get hurt.”


  “Don’t worry about me,” I said. “I’ve learned my lesson.”


  For the first time since I’d met him, I felt good knowing Conn McCracken.


  
    * * *
  


  My phone rang at 8:30 in the evening.


  “Camilla,” Robin breathed. “Dad just called. The police took Brooke in for questioning as soon as she got in tonight.


  My mother’s hysterical.”


  “Gosh,” I said.


  “She’s going to need a lawyer.”


  “I suppose she will.”


  “Couldn’t you…?”


  “Robin, your sister took part in a plot to lure me into my office, where I was terrorized by two thugs, who are incidentally now dead. This will have the effect of depriving Brooke of her much-needed cocaine, but aside from that they will not be mourned. So let me make myself clear. Your sister is in much greater need of protection from me than from anyone else.”


  “She took part in a…?”


  “She phoned pretending to be someone in great danger knowing I would present myself in my office, alone in a deserted building on a Sunday, to be met by two very dangerous men.”


  “Oh.”


  “‘Oh’ is right. And do you know why she did that? She did it because she let her relationship with Wendtz and her need for drugs override her resistance to anything. She was willing to have me threatened and maybe even assaulted. She’s nothing but trouble, and more to you than to me.”


  “Even so, she’s my sister.”


  I had to let it drop there. My own sisters had been calling all afternoon, trying to entice me to spend the night with them.


  Edwina had ended up by slamming the phone down in my ear at my final refusal. But I’d felt safer sipping Harvey’s Bristol Cream with Mrs. Parnell, which was what I’d been doing all evening.


  I hung up after Robin’s call and returned to my guest, who was amusing herself by coming up with new and unlikely suspects.


  “Humph,” said Mrs. Parnell, showing no sign of ever returning her peach-faced lovebirds. “Are you sure you trust that boy in your office?”


  “I trust him to be Alvin, who, with all his faults, is not a killer.”


  “Tell me what the poem said again.”


  I managed to cover my sherry glass with my hand before she refilled it. I waited until she’d filled her own before I repeated it from memory.


  Ruining lives and still unjailed

  It’s time you bastards both got nailed

  Perfidy should be unveiled

  To let you live would mean I’d failed


  The police could make all the statements they wanted to about Denzil and Rudy being killed by underworld elements, but I knew it was the same person who had crucified Mitzi and perforated Sammy. The same person who had deliberately left me alive.


  “Well, it’s not Shakespeare.”


  “You’re right, Mrs. P., but who is it?”


  The phone rang again ten minutes after Mrs. Parnell had finally teetered home.


  “You okay?” asked Richard.


  “Yes,” I said.


  “Good. See you tomorrow night.”


  I found myself smiling into the phone, even after he had hung up. But the smile disappeared soon enough as I lay stiffly in my bed, replaying the day’s events. The night was just as bad, drifting through dreams, flashes of gunfire, running feet, tan shoes. I woke up at three, sweating, remembering where I’d seen those shoes.


  
    * * *
  


  Monday was suitably grey. A decent follow-up to murder in the office. I decided to give Justice for Victims a miss, since it would have been impossible to concentrate on clean-up and insurance matters. Anyway, the police were probably still hanging around.


  I read both the papers. The headlines were sufficiently gratifying to clip. “No Justice for These Victims” one paper chirped, while the other one screamed “Bloody Shootout in Refuge for Crime Victims Leaves Police Baffled.” The shot of the crime scene added a jolting dose of reality.


  I stood on the balcony and savoured the warm air. The hot-pink geraniums were flourishing in their cast-iron container. Summer was on its way. Too bad it was blighted by what I had figured out. Whatever thoughts I’d had on human motivations before were nothing compared to what I had now.


  I took some satisfaction from waking Alvin.


  “Whoa,” said Alvin, once he figured out what was going on, “right in our own office? That is amazing. So, what about work? Will the cops still be there?”


  “Probably in and out. It’s best for us to stay away. I haven’t really been thinking about work.”


  “Yeah, well, thanks, I could use a holiday. But I might want to get a look at the place.”


  “Not a holiday. Just a day or so away from the office. But, wait a minute, since you’ll still be on the payroll, such as it is, I want you to find out something for me.”


  “What?”


  I told him what I needed to know and by when. I tossed in how to find it, just for good luck.


  “Call the neighbours, tell them you’re a reporter doing a feature on the topic. Change your voice, sound like a woman.


  Dig around,” I said.


  I could hear him squawking on the other line.


  “I thought you had connections,” I said.


  This was a matter of pride to him. I assumed the silence to imply consent.


  “And, Alvin.”


  “Yeah?”


  “Be discreet.”


  Elaine Ekstein was next on my wake-up call list.


  “Of course I was up,” she claimed.


  “I need to see Maria Rodriguez again.”


  “Why?”


  “Another question.”


  “For Christ’s sake. Haven’t these people been through enough as refugees without you grilling them all the time?”


  “I’m not grilling them all the time. I just want to ask one little question.”


  “I’ll call you back.”


  I used the time to get dressed, not as easy as it might seem with the shortage of clean clothes. Finally, I found a navy linen skirt that looked all right with my aqua cotton sweater.


  Normally, I would team it up with the plaid blazer I’d worn on Sunday with my jeans, but I was never going to wear that again. A dry cleaner might get out the blood stains, but nothing could remove the memory of the savage scene in my office.


  Alexa called while I was pushing my cereal around in the bowl. I didn’t feel like putting any of it in my mouth.


  Yesterday and all its tastes were still too close.


  “Camilla,” she said, “are you all right?”


  “Of course.”


  “That was a terrible thing yesterday.”


  “Indeed.”


  “But it looks like it’s over.”


  “I’m glad you think so.”


  “Conn says that these people, well, I hate to speak ill of the dead, but…”


  “Oh, go ahead.”


  “Well, Conn says they were all involved with the drug trade in some way. Even Mitzi Brochu was tied to those people. They played with some very dangerous criminals, and they were dangerous themselves. This is the way it is, they get killed in disputes over territory or settling accounts. It’s not like they were innocent bystanders.”


  “Like Robin.”


  “Like Robin.”


  “And me.”


  “And you.”


  “I hope Conn’s right.”


  But I knew he was wrong. These deaths had been more than a settling of accounts. It had been someone with a major axe to grind. Someone torn up by memories. Someone who hated all four victims. More than business, this had been pleasure.


  At nine o’clock, I made my first business phone call. And got the answer I’d expected and feared.


  


  Twenty-One


  “You missed that pedestrian,” I said to Elaine. “Do you want to try again?”


  “Very funny,” she said, swerving into the bus lane and jamming her foot down on the accelerator.


  I closed my eyes until we pulled up in front of Maria’s apartment building.


  Maria was not happy to see us. I didn’t blame her. This time her husband sat with us, the set of his shoulders sending a powerful message.


  “I don’t want her to be upset. She’s been through too much already.” He gave Elaine a look, like she should know.


  Elaine hunched in her chair and translated the look into a glare. For me.


  “Make it snappy,” she said.


  I had only one picture with me this time and only one question.


  “Ask her how long this person was on the eighth floor the day of the murder, Elaine.”


  I guess my excitement was evident when I got the answer I wanted. Long enough.


  Maria must have translated my smile into a potential visit from the police. Her husband covered her hand with his.


  “It’s time for you to go,” he said.


  “Thank you for your help,” I said as we stood to leave.


  “She doesn’t want to talk to the police,” Maria’s husband said.


  The door closed behind us.


  
    * * *
  


  “Oh, it’s you,” I said.


  My unexpected visitor stood at my doorway, holding a box.


  “I’m really busy right now. Can we do this some other time?”


  I gestured around the apartment, which I was cleaning up to pass the time while I waited for McCracken to call or show up. I still had to hide the dirty laundry in the closet and put the unwashed dishes under the sink.


  “No, it’d better be now,” she said, pushing her walker forward.


  The box was precariously perched on the handles. Mrs. Parnell kicked the door closed behind her and it snicked shut. I could never figure out how she had such great balance in some directions and none in others.


  “You’d better sit down,” she said, blowing smoke in my face.


  “Five minutes,” I said, “is all I have. Do you want me to carry that box?”


  “No, you sit.”


  I perched on the edge of the sofa, irritated. Mrs. Parnell inched her way to the armchair and settled in. But not before she had placed the box on the floor. I was relieved to note that she didn’t have the bottle of sherry in the pocket of her walker.


  “Well,” I said, when I couldn’t stand it anymore.


  “Stick your nose in that box, why don’t you.”


  I could think of a dozen reasons why I didn’t want to.


  “Go ahead,” she said, her narrow, mud-coloured eyes watching me.


  I inched toward the box.


  Mrs. Parnell chuckled. The chuckle gave me goosebumps.


  “What are you expecting in there, a severed head or something? Go ahead, open it.”


  I couldn’t stand being taunted. I flipped the lid up and gazed into the contented face of the little calico cat.


  “Surprise,” said Mrs. Parnell.


  “Are those…?”


  “Indeed,” she said, heaving out of her chair and looking down at the calico cat in the box at her feet. “I’m lucky I didn’t have another stroke when I found that animal in my linen cupboard. No wonder Lester and Pierre have been in such a twittery state.”


  The calico cat rolled over to give her four kittens a better chance at dinner. She licked her paw with barely concealed self-satisfaction. Top that, she purred.


  “Good thing one of the kittens is a calico. You’ll be able to return this amorous little creature to your friend Robin with interest.”


  I looked at the kittens. Two the colour of marmalade, one inky black one and another tiny calico. They looked just like rats.


  After Mrs. P. left, I pondered what to do with four kittens and a cat while I chucked the rest of the junk in the apartment out of sight.


  I put Ma Calico in the bedroom while I vacuumed. She was still there purring when I finished. The cardboard box added a decorative touch to my bedroom. The only other decorative touch was the little dog with the big bark. That would get a rise out of Alvin, I thought. Chortling, I tucked the batteries into it and took it to the living room to put it next to my briefcase. I didn’t try to improve the look of the bedroom in any other way. Why bother?


  When the phone rang, it was Alvin. I listened to his report.


  “What are you yelling at me for?” he asked. “Wasn’t that what you wanted me to find out?”


  It was.


  I called McCracken again and left another message: “Just tell him I figured it out. And tell him it’s urgent, life and death.”


  “Excuse me, it’s time to get myself fixed up a bit now,” I said to the cat.


  In the shower, I thought a lot. The key was to remain calm and dispassionate. I could manage that.


  I towel-dried my hair and hunted around for something to wear. The red dress didn’t seem right. But it was clean and even hanging up. I decided to sit down with a glass of wine to calm my nerves while waiting.


  The doorbell jangled. I looked at the clock. Five to six. Richard wasn’t due for more than an hour. No one had buzzed to get in.


  It must be McCracken, I thought, and about time too. I whipped open the door and felt myself being shoved back into the apartment, the door slammed behind me. For once, there was no sign of Mrs. Parnell.


  “What a surprise,” I said. “But I thought you were bringing dinner.”


  Richard stared at me and began to smile, slowly.


  “Well, anyway, I’m glad you’re here, we can relax for a little while.” I chattered. My voice was as close to normal as I could make it. “How about a little bit of wine?”


  “It’s not a social call,” he said, invading my space, walking toward me.


  I found myself backing up. And hating it.


  “Of course, it’s a social call, Richard. And if you want, we can go out to dinner. I’m feeling much better now. And the police believe they’re about to locate the guys who killed Wendtz and Hickey. Underworld connections. So that takes a load off my mind.”


  “Does it?”


  I looked at him, really looked at him. And, for the first time, saw behind the long lean body and the deep brown eyes, saw the fire that had been eating at Richard for years. And I knew that he knew that I knew that no underworld connections had been the killers. When I turned away, I tried not to stare down at his tan shoes. The shoes I’d first seen in the family photo in his office.


  “Sure it does,” I said.


  “It was a mistake to phone around to find out what my daughter died of. I know it was you. You’ve been like a steamroller all through this. No respect for anybody.”


  Oh, Alvin. How ham-handed have you been, I thought.


  “One of my old friends gave me a call,” he said.


  Now that I found myself alone in the apartment with the man who’d killed four people, I had to ask myself why I hadn’t just told McCracken my theory instead of getting Alvin to check it out.


  “And you did a little more snooping, didn’t you? Calling Harmony Head Office to find out who offered Mitzi Brochu the special deal at the Harmony. Don’t bother lying. I already got a call from Corporate. There was no special deal. Just me getting Mitzi where I wanted her.”


  Think, I ordered myself, while fighting to keep my face neutral.


  “Mitzi was such a stupid, greedy bitch, she fell for it,” he said, apparently not expecting any comment from me. “All I had to do was wait for the right time to make her pay. I wanted her to know before she died, just why she was dying. I told her the whole story. I watched her eyes.”


  I thought of Mitzi, tied and gagged, listening to Richard’s explanation of her coming death. A shiver ran through me.


  It was too late to pretend I didn’t know anything, to hope he’d just go away. He hadn’t made that revelation to someone he expected would live to pass the information on to the police.


  I had nothing to lose by asking. Everything to gain by stalling.


  “How did you get into Mitzi’s bedroom without alarming her? How did you tie her up without her screaming the roof off the Harmony?”


  His fists clenched when he talked about Mitzi.


  “I told you she was stupid,” he said. “Vain, too. She thought every man had to be interested in her. She thought I was coming on to her and she was willing. Imagine, a disgusting, ugly harpy like that.” His face twisted as he spoke. Mitzi was dead, but Richard’s hatred still burned. In his mind he must have been back at the scene, raging. “It made me sick to touch her. Before and afterwards.”


  Not before you wrote on the walls in her blood, I thought. I fought to control my shivering.


  “You had your reasons,” I said.


  “Yes, I did. And I could tell my wife that the witch was dead.”


  I nodded, and he seemed to bring himself back to the present and me.


  He shook his head.


  “But as I said, it was stupid of you to go digging around.”


  “I disagree, Richard. It would have been stupid if I hadn’t mentioned it to anybody. But I did.”


  He loomed in a little bit closer. Where I’d felt warmth and attraction just the day before, now I felt nothing but fear. Trickles of sweat soaked my hair. The red dress clung to my back.


  “Really?” he smiled. “Who did you mention it to?”


  I wasn’t about to tell him about Alvin and Elaine and Maria who all had Richard’s name. I didn’t want them to find themselves with poems before they thought to take their information to the police.


  “I told the police.”


  “I don’t think so,” he said. “The police would never have agreed to let me come here, if you’d told them what you knew.”


  “Exactly. It’s not seven yet. McCracken will be here any minute.”


  “I’m afraid not. McCracken and Mombourquette got a message from you sending them over to search Jo Quinlan’s farm in Chelsea. I imagine they’re butting heads with the Quebec Provincial Police right now.”


  My heart beat wildly in my chest. He was telling the truth, I was sure. I’d played right into his hands all through my investigation, even telling him about the personalities of the investigating officers. There would be no reinforcements.


  “But even so,” I said, “they won’t find anything there. And they’ll be back here afterwards.” I was surprised at how calm I could sound with my cardiovascular system in crisis.


  Richard’s smile hadn’t changed. The emotionless grimace of the damned.


  “But they will find something there,” he said, “Sammy Dash’s wallet. And a pair of Mitzi’s shoes. Souvenirs from Wendtz and his stooge too. And they will come back here. But it will be too late for you. I’m afraid you’ll be dead.” Regret fluttered over his face and was gone. The chocolate eyes radiated pain for himself, maybe even for me.


  He doesn’t want to kill me, I told myself. Try to reach him. Keep talking.


  “You don’t want to kill me, Richard,” I said.


  “I didn’t before. But you wouldn’t stop digging.”


  “I thought you cared about me. I thought we had something special.” I could feel my stomach heave as I said the words. “Didn’t you feel it too?”


  “I did. I felt it,” he said. “But now it’s too late. I have no choice.”


  “Don’t be too hasty, Richard. I think we can get people to understand your actions. After all, your life was ruined by Mitzi, who promoted an artificial ideal of thinness and made life hell for anybody who didn’t fit the mould.”


  At least he was listening to me. I forced myself to lay my hand on his arm without recoiling.


  “It wasn’t fair,” I said, “a beautiful young girl like your daughter, struggling to make it as a model, fighting a slight tendency toward plumpness, reading fashion magazines, soaking up junk from people like Mitzi, soaking up ideas that sparked the anorexia that killed her.”


  “She wouldn’t listen to us, her mother and me, everything was the fashion gurus. Mitzi…” he spat the name, “Mitzi was the worst. We heard about her all the time from my daughter. Mitzi Brochu this, Mitzi Brochu that. Even when we could see my little girl’s ribs sticking through her clothes, Jenny kept on talking about Mitzi’s latest witticisms about plump people. I wanted to make an example of Mitzi, with her vicious physical pronouncements on the right way for people to look. Mitzi and the scum like Wendtz who make money pushing drugs to kids like Jenny.”


  “But Richard, no one knows what your motivations were, they don’t realize you were making an example of Mitzi…and the others. If you tell them, and I’ll help you, it will make people think about these things.”


  “I don’t think so. There’s still a lot of people out there who need to pay the price for what they’ve done. They’ll lock me up and I don’t want that to happen until I’m finished my work.”


  Shit. We had edged close to the patio doors to the balcony. The balcony I loved, where I savoured warm summer air. Now I caught the faint odour of death. Buy time, I screamed to myself, buy time, buy time.


  “Did you kill Robin’s cat?”


  The man who had murdered four people looked offended.


  “Of course not. I figure it was Wendtz trying to scare you off. The kind of thing he’d do.”


  “Hmmm. How did you know Wendtz and his muscle man would be at Justice for Victims yesterday?”


  “I didn’t. I was following them, looking for my opportunity.


  When they went into your office, I knew they were going to try to hurt you. I had the gun. I was waiting for my chance.”


  “And you probably saved my life.”


  He nodded.


  “Then why the change now?”


  “You know what happened. I have no choice.”


  “Really? And did you write a poem for me?”


  “Of course.”


  “What, um, does it say?”


  The little smile played around his lips. I watched it, horrified, wondering how I could ever have wanted to be close to him. His eyes had once reminded me of chocolates. Now they were cold, hard, dark and dreadful. Like dog turds in the snow.


  “You wouldn’t like it. It’s a suicide note,” he said. “It will explain your guilty feelings about the other deaths. Your involvement in them. Your suicide note is next to the items they’ll find in the woods.”


  All the time he was talking he kept shoving me toward the balcony door.


  My wonderful balcony, where I could see all of Ottawa and no one could see me. Or us, struggling. Where a six-foot-two man could flip a five-foot-two woman over it. Where all traces of violent struggle would be obliterated after the sixteen-story fall. I tried not to think of what that fall would feel like. Instead, I decided it was as good a time as any to put up a fight. But the only weapon I had was distraction.


  “Get him,” I shrieked, looking over his shoulder.


  In the seconds when he turned to look, I picked up the little dog by my briefcase, flicked the switch and flung it toward the other end of the room. A blizzard of barking filled the space.


  Richard stared at me with contempt. “I can’t believe you’d think I could fall for that. And what’s that dog thing supposed to do? Scare me?” He had to yell it to be heard over the barking, but it didn’t detract from his menace in any way.


  I hollered and kicked as Richard pried my fingers away from the door. Just as he peeled the last finger off, I aimed a kick at his crotch. It stopped him, but not for long. As I streaked across the living room towards the front door, he brought me down with a body tackle. The boom must have shaken the ceiling fixtures in the apartment below.


  The dog kept barking.


  I was gasping for breath as Richard slung me over his shoulder and moved toward the balcony again. I grabbed at his hair, pulled with one hand and raked my fingernails across his face with the other. If he was going to kill me, there was goddam well going to be evidence of it on my body and on his. As I took a tearing bite at his earlobe, he slammed the side of my head and I slumped.


  “Why?” I pleaded. “I understand why you killed the bad guys, but I’m one of the good guys. Why are you killing me?”


  “You know too much. I’m not done yet. I owe it to my wife.”


  What the hell, I thought, it’s a Sunday afternoon in a highrise apartment complex in peace-loving Ottawa. Someone must be going to call the police.


  “But still,” I yelled, praying I had an audience somewhere, “it must not feel right. You don’t want to kill me.”


  “You get used to it,” he said, just before I elbowed him in the eye.


  I grabbed the curtains as we passed through the door and held tight. I felt the fabric tearing in my hands. None of me touched the balcony floor.


  “Good-bye, Camilla.”


  I looked over his shoulder and shrieked, “Get him.”


  “You don’t think that will work again,” he said, too softly, as he lifted me higher. Over the edge.


  I clung to the wrought iron railing of the balcony, screaming. My body dropped, and I could feel the skin on my palms shredding. I fought the thoughts of the sixteen-story fall as Richard pulled at my hands.


  “Hang on, Camilla!”


  I hung. Richard whipped his head around and slumped, half-stunned. Mrs. Parnell whacked him in the chest with the leg of her walker. He reached over to loosen my hands. I heard the sound of metal hitting bone as Mrs. Parnell loomed behind him.


  I heaved and managed to climb back onto the right side of the balcony, my legs without bones.


  Mrs. Parnell continued to slash the walker at him. He staggered and lurched towards her. He struck with both fists in her direction. Mrs. Parnell dropped her walker and tumbled forward.


  I flung myself at him with enough force to throw him off-balance. I picked up the walker and hurled it at him, pushing him back to the edge of the balcony, striking the side of his head.


  Mrs. Parnell crawled toward him. A woman who never gives up.


  Richard lurched against the balcony rail and kicked Mrs.


  Parnell. She slid and lay still on the balcony. He picked up the walker and dropped it over the side of the balcony.


  I could hear my breath in harsh rasps as he turned toward me. I stepped back and leaned down. With every bit of failing energy mobilized, I picked up the cast-iron pot of geraniums and heaved.


  The thonk of metal against skull reverberated in the fear-filled air.


  Richard’s head snapped back. His arms flailed and he grabbed for the rail. Blood spurted from his forehead, washing into his eyes. He staggered, blinded, stumbling against the balcony rail. Crying and sweating and hardly believing he could still be conscious, I pressed myself against the wall.


  He made a growling sound and surged forward, one final vicious lunge. Against the balcony rail, he reached and found only air.


  I stared as Richard plunged tearing and grabbing through the sixteen story drop, his scream echoing back on the wind.


  Mrs. Parnell’s shrivelled paws shook as much as mine did when we locked hands. She leaned against the wall and gasped for air as I collapsed on the chair.


  “You’re pretty good with that walker, Mrs. Parnell,” I said, when I could talk again. “Thank God for those weights.”


  “I never did trust that man.” She closed her eyes.


  


  Twenty-Two


  Of course, I knew Camilla would never have that dog thing barking in her apartment with the mother cat and four kittens there. There had to be something terribly wrong,” Mrs. Parnell said with a coy glance at my father.


  “So, in a way, you can thank me you’re still alive,” Stan smirked.


  July 1. Canada Day and also Edwina’s birthday. My family and friends were jammed into my apartment swilling cheap Spanish champagne provided by me, gorging on an elaborate buffet prepared by my sisters and fussing over the Canada Day fireworks about to begin on Parliament Hill. From my balcony, you had one of the best views of the display in town.


  This would be the first time I’d ventured out on the balcony since May, when Richard had tried to hurl me over the side. I had to get used to going out there again. My knees wobbled and my knuckles whitened just thinking about it. No one was paying any attention to Stan or to me bantering. My sisters were more absorbed by Mrs. Parnell’s habit of lighting up cigarettes between trips to the buffet. She was polishing off another plate of cold sliced rare roast beef with potato and bean salad and roasted red peppers in olive oil and garlic.


  Conn McCracken gazed at Alexa like she was the winning combination for the Lotto 6/49. Whenever she glanced back at him, she glowed.


  On the other hand, Robin and Ted were looking suspiciously solemn. The month of rest and the knowledge that Brooke hadn’t been directly involved in Mitzi’s death had been good for Robin. She was pink and white again, her blonde hair shining and from time to time, and when she wasn’t being solemn, she flashed a 12-volt smile at Ted, who would instantly turn flame-red.


  Lucky for Merv he was out of town.


  All that romance was making me queasy, and I was looking forward to the crimson, green, deep yellow and electric white flash of fireworks. The papers were promising a spectacular show with new fireworks called “Five Pointed Stars” and “Yellow Ribbons”.


  “It’s almost ten. Let’s go out on the balcony, or we’ll miss the show,” I said.


  No one paid any attention.


  My father watched Mrs. Parnell through a cloud of smoke.


  “So you’ve really had some adventures,” he said.


  Mrs. Parnell stuck a fresh cigarette into her holder and smiled mysteriously at him.


  “But I still don’t understand why this man felt so driven to kill these people,” said my father.


  “It was his daughter’s death that sent him over the edge. A beautiful girl, she was a model in Toronto. His only child and the focus of his existence. Her death was brought on by anorexia, I believe they call it. Apparently she did a bit of drugs, too. The combination led to heart failure. She’d been a big fan of Mitzi Brochu as fashion guru. It drove Richard’s wife around the bend. He was out for revenge. He wanted to kill the kind of people who create the climate where young women starve themselves to be acceptable. He wanted the image distorters to suffer. He had a thing about drug dealers too. Mitzi and her gang were perfect.” Mrs. Parnell had the air of Nero Wolfe filling in the details of the nearly perfect crime.


  “Yes, well,” I said, intending to fill in the key details myself. But nobody gave me a glance.


  “Amazing the way it all got worked out,” said my father to Mrs. Parnell.


  She shrugged, modestly.


  “Well, I knew even Camilla would never permit a dog in the apartment with those kittens, so I had no choice but to go on over and see what the problem was.”


  “Very brave.”


  I looked at my father with irritation.


  “Don’t forget I provided the geraniums,” Edwina said, tearing her eyes away from the saccharin spectacle of Alexa and Conn and turning her attention to Robin. “How is your sister doing, Robin? Is she getting over this?”


  “Pretty much. She’s getting some treatment. It shook her up when Rudy Wendtz and Sammy got killed. And when she found out her name had been on the list they found in Richard Sandes apartment, she flipped. I suppose in a way it was good for her to be shocked into looking at what she was doing to herself.”


  “I’m sure she’ll be fine,” said Edwina.


  I doubted Brooke would ever be fine. Her selfishness cut too deep. But I wouldn’t have mentioned it to Robin. Ted’s eyes met mine when the comment was made. He felt the same way. Maybe between the two of us we could insulate Robin from whatever misery her sister would bring to her life next.


  “It’s a good thing Alvin was available to do all that investigating. Otherwise, how would Camilla ever have explained the situation to the police?”


  This time I gave Edwina a look. I would have glared at Alvin as well, but he was on his third round through the buffet table and he had his black leather back to me.


  “Really,” said Alexa, “the police would have been much better off without Camilla meddling in the investigation.”


  “Well,” said Conn, “we were distracted by all the calls we got about Camilla’s investigations. When you get complaints from Members of Parliament and television anchor people, you can’t ignore them.”


  “But,” said Alexa, tapping his nose, “you were just about to crack the case anyway. If only Camilla hadn’t gotten in such hot water right then.”


  Well, whoop-de-doo, I thought.


  “Yes,” said my father to Mrs. Parnell, “we thank heaven you were there.”


  No one said, oh good for you, Camilla, stirring everything up like that and bringing the situation to a head. But at least I knew what was what.


  Alexa cleared her throat.


  “Actually, we have something to announce.”


  Everyone turned to look at her. Of course, it didn’t hurt that she banged the table to get their attention.


  “Conn and I,” she paused to squeeze his hand, “have set a date. Valentine’s Day.”


  What mushy drivel, I thought. But the rest of the gang seemed tickled by the news. Even I raised my glass to toast them.


  “Violet,” I overheard my father saying to Mrs. Parnell, “what a lovely name. I don’t know how we can ever repay you. Violet.”


  I chug-a-lugged my champagne. And inspiration came flooding in. The perfect repayments. The perfect thank-yous.


  The perfect revenge.


  I slipped into the bedroom. At five weeks, the kittens looked very presentable indeed. And lively. They had already shredded my new curtains. Both Ma Calico and I were thoroughly fed up. I picked them up, basket and all, and hotfooted it back to the party.


  “Congratulations to both of you,” I said, fishing out a marmalade kitten and dropping it in Alexa’s lap.


  “Happy birthday, dear,” I said to Edwina, handing over the second marmalade kitten before it ripped up my arm.


  “An expression of my undying gratitude,” I said to Mrs. Parnell. I popped the baby calico into the pocket of her walker.


  “This will go well with your floor, Alvin,” I said, attaching the inky black one to his leather jacket.


  “Wicked,” Alvin said, with admiration.


  “Oh, Camilla,” said everyone else.


  “Myrtle,” Robin squeaked.


  The little calico cat wound herself around my leg, purring, just as the fireworks started.


  
    
      
    
  


  The Icing on the Corpse


  
    One


    Work is what saves me. It has been four years since that loser chug-a-lugged a six-pack then swallowed a palmful of downers and hurtled his RX-7 into the Toyota Tercel carrying my husband. Now Paul is just a picture above my desk, forever thirty, but the lowlife who killed him still breathes and drives.


    Perhaps a time will come when I can forgive.


    If I didn't see people much worse off than I am every day, who knows how far down the greased ladder of self-pity I could slide. But I do see them and, when I do my job well, I believe I can make a difference.


    When I do it well.


    
      * * *
    


    It was still dark when I snapped awake. Lindsay Grace s file was on my mind. This was one case where I had to make that difference. Because with Lindsay, we were talking the difference between life and death. I was prepared to do anything. Depositions. Court appearances. Appeals. Calls to the media. Hunger strikes. Name it.


    This one mattered.


    I remembered the first day she had come to see me. She was tentative but pumped up by my friend, Elaine Ekstein, the Executive Director of Women Against Violence Everywhere. Elaine had explained that WAVE was committed to assisting women like Lindsay, and I damn well should be too. I listened to Lindsay's story, and Elaine squeezed her hand.


    Then it was my turn to talk about legal options. That's why I run Justice for Victims. I talked long and hard. Nearly two hours later, Lindsay began to imagine the possibility of life without the man who could stub his cigarette on the soft skin of her belly after they'd made love.


    I found it hard to picture the high-flyer Lindsay Grace had been. Hard to understand why a successful and attractive financial analyst would let herself become the emotional hostage of someone like Benning. It was harder still to keep my personal opinions to myself and concentrate on the job at hand. I bit my tongue.


    Somehow, after that session, Lindsay Grace found the strength to testify against Ralph Benning. She stood in court and faced him. She knew, as we all did, that if Ralph Benning ever had the chance, he'd kill her without letting the smile slip from his handsome face.


    Convictions weren't enough to keep her safe. During his previous trial for assaulting his wife, twelve jurors took less than an hour to express society's revulsion. The judge expeditiously sentenced Benning to the maximum allowable sentence for the crime. Not soft time in medium or minimum security. Kingston Penitentiary. The real deal. But the law's the law, and it cuts both ways.


    Mandatory supervision placed Ralph Benning back on the streets eighteen months later. He'd had long enough to work up a good head of steam against the women who had put him in maximum security. Against Rina Benning, his damaged wife. And the girlfriend he had trusted to perjure herself for him. The woman who had let him down with a little help from her friends.


    Lindsay Grace. He hadn't found Lindsay.


    Rina Benning hadn't been so lucky. It was a hard six months before she got out of rehab. She hadn't been well enough to testify at his current trial for damn near killing her. Not that it mattered.


    No thinking person would believe for a minute Ralph Benning could end up a free man. Not after those photos of his wife's bruises, not after the X-rays showed the damage a baseball bat had done to her ribs, not after the dry, flat tone of the expert witness describing the internal injuries, not after seeing Rina Benning with her jaw still wired, one eye sightless.


    What court could fail to find him guilty? It was his twenty-sixth conviction. All that remained was the sentencing. But it would take more than that to put Lindsay Grace's mind at ease.


    
      * * *
    


    Peace bonds. Restraining orders. Lindsay Grace knew well enough that you can't count on papers to work with someone who doesn't feel bound by the rule of law. Someone like Ralph Benning.


    How many times had Benning made the news for being totally out of control? And how many times had he been on the street in less than a year? Ten years wouldn't be enough to civilize Benning. It was time to put him behind bars and let him rot.


    As Benning's sentencing hearing drew closer, the media was paying attention. It was an open secret the Crown was planning to bring an application to have him declared a dangerous offender. Benning was always news in our town. Rina Benning had declined to be interviewed about her husband. Persistent calls from reporters and the flash of cameras outside her Hunt Club residence wouldn't be doing her nerves much good.


    Lindsay Grace was no better off. Even though Elaine Ekstein and I were supposed to be the only people who knew where she lived, she still spent the days in tears and the nights in panic.


    Now, in four short hours, after one trial too many, the Crown would apply to launch the long process. I'd done my best to help. I was one hundred per cent certain Ralph Benning would reoffend. The stakes were high enough. If he weren't locked away at the pleasure of the Queen, Lindsay Grace would never have another peaceful moment.


    I'd had my kick at the can. I had delivered documents, statements, evidence, addresses, files, you name it, to the Crown Attorney's office. Anything that would help.


    They'd have to do it without Lindsay. She was far too frightened to come out of hiding, terrified of facing Benning again in Court. Two years earlier she'd been cool, beautiful, affluent, a rising star. Today, there weren't enough drugs to take the shake out of her hands.


    Lindsay's scars might be less visible than Rina's. But they were no less real. The Crown would not be able to rely on her in their bid to toss away the key to Benning's cell. That was too bad. The court doesn't hand out dangerous offender designations with ease. You have to work hard for them.


    January 31 would be the first day of a long fight. And with Benning's charm and history of manipulating the law, the odds were against us.

  


  
    Two


    Some Mondays start badly. When the wind chill factor approaches minus forty, you can count on it. Any day I ran into Mia Reilly started badly too. With the Benning application on my mind, I didn't need the weather or Mia. But she was right in my face as I sniffed the cranberry muffins and waited for a caffeine boost at the Second Cup on Elgin.


    I stamped my feet and blew on my fingers.


    It wasn't even eight o'clock.


    Some of my old law school classmates are quite tolerable, but you couldn't put Mia into that category. She'd always been irritating. Her hundred-dollar haircut was irritating. The nose she'd had restructured after graduation was irritating. The teeth she'd had capped last year were irritating. The same could be said for her cologne: some pricey combination of cedar and bergamot. Mia was on the fast track as an Assistant Crown Attorney, which compounded all the other irritations.


    It always bugged my butt to see Mia in my own personal Second Cup, even if it was just a block from the courthouse. If I'd wanted to chat, I would have picked my police reporter buddy, P. J. Lynch, who waved from the bench in the back. P. J. s one of the world's great talkers, but I wasn't in the mood. On the other hand, this was not the right day to get on the wrong side of the Crown Attorney's office.


    “So, Camilla,” Mia lifted her expensive nose, “I hear your sisters getting married again.”


    Leave it to Smiley Reilly to remind me my favourite sister, Alexa, was about to marry my not-so-favourite Ottawa cop, Detective Sergeant Conn McCracken. Even worse, I'd been fingered as a bridesmaid.


    I ignored her and showered an extra thick haze of chocolate powder over my latte. I should have remembered it takes more than rudeness to ditch Mia Reilly.


    She was in an upbeat mood. “Your sister's what? Fifteen years older than you? Late forties? Fifty? Hope for anyone, I guess.”


    She leaned in, still smiling expensively, and moved her hand so I couldn't avoid the diamond solitaire. It had to be in the twenty thousand dollar range. One false move and she could knock your eye out with that sucker. “You're right,” I said. “There's hope for anyone.”


    I didn't grow up with three older sisters without learning to be a bitch when the moment requires.


    But that was too subtle for Mia. She tossed her head and each strand of the sleek blonde bob fell back into place artfully. “So, Camilla. Are you ever going to try the dating game again?”


    I snapped the lid on the latte. “When Hell freezes over.”


    She laughed. Irritatingly. “Bitter, bitter.”


    “You bet. And speaking of bitter, do you think the Crown will mess up with Benning today?”


    “That is so not fair. Of course they won't. He'll get dangerous offender status. It will take a while, but he's going away forever.”


    “About time,” I said.


    “I wish I'd worked on that file. I ended up with the drill bandit instead.”


    “Who?


    “You know. That guy who drilled little holes in car doors parked near the canal, then popped the trunks and made off with one credit card from each purse? You haven't heard of that? I mean, he's pulled off hundreds of these. But he slipped up. I'm so glad we got him before Winterlude this year.” With a last fond look at her diamond, she slid her hand into a pair of fur-lined black kid gloves.


    I was at a loss for words. As if a minor pilferer was even worth talking about on the day of Benning's sentencing. I barely managed not to say “Who gives a rat's ass?”


    I picked up my cup and the bag with my chocolate almond biscotti and made a serious effort to put as much distance between us as possible. I elbowed my way through the crowd and out the door. Outside the Second Cup, I couldn't resist a sharp intake of breath. Hell had frozen over all right.


    I jumped at the tap on my shoulder. P. J. Lynch was shrugging on his coat in the cool way young guys have and sharing his wide grin.


    “Big day for you.”


    “No kidding.” You have to love P. J. Maybe it's the carrot-coloured hair. Maybe it's that space between his two front teeth. Maybe it's the way he loves to shoot the shit.


    “Fingers crossed, Tiger.” He lit a cigarette. He's usually pretty perky, but this morning he was rumpled with dark circles under his eyes. Probably up all night.


    “Thanks. What are you doing in the Second Cup, P. J.? I thought you disapproved of fancy coffees.”


    “Free country. You heading for Court?”


    “I have a couple of items to take care of at the office first. Benning's on the docket for 10.00 a.m. today.” The truth was I didn't want to spend an hour pacing publicly. It would be hard enough to keep still and shut up during the application. If I showed up early, there was a distinct chance I'd get myself in some trouble while waiting.


    “Don't forget about our Winterlude date,” he said.


    “What?”


    “Winterlude. We're taking my sister's kids out on the canal this weekend, remember?”


    His sister's kids? I didn't even remember that P.J. had a sister, let alone that we had a date with her kids. The whole Benning thing had been blitzing my brain. “Right,” I said.


    “You're not going to slither out of it, Camilla.”


    “I never slither.”


    “Sunday evening.”


    “Of course.”


    “Got a tip for you. There's more to life than work.”


    “Not today there isn't,” I said.


    P. J. blew smoke out the side of his mouth and away from my face. The wind blew it back. Lucky for him he was cute. “Don't worry. That creep will get what's coming to him today. It doesn't matter how many cops he has in his pocket.”


    “Here's hoping.”


    “Make sure you practice your skating, Camilla. These two little guys are a handful.” He turned and headed back into the Second Cup.


    That was a relief. P.J. was a helpful colleague, and I knew he believed someone on the local police force had done a lot of favours for Benning in the past. But any quotes from me would have led to grief if they had gotten into print. My family kept reminding me to watch what I said to the media. I tried.


    In the few minutes it took to hike the block and a half towards the offices of Justice for Victims, I could feel the welcome heat seep out of my latte. With fresh snow on the sidewalk, it was lousy weather for staying on your feet. Everyone was late. People were mad as hell. Drivers peered through golf-ball-sized peepholes in frosted windshields. Just a matter of time until one of them swerved off the street. Perhaps it only looked liked they were aiming for pedestrians.


    I was nearing the office when I heard the first sirens shriek. Three police cruisers, roof-lights flashing, edged past the stalled lines of traffic and shot north on Elgin St. I figured it must have been a robbery. Normally, I'd picture a terrorized teller in a big bank on Sparks Street, gaping at the gun pointed at her face. Of course, normally, I wasn't fighting hypothermia and losing.


    I caught a glimpse of P. J. rocketing out of the Second Cup, his coat flapping open as he raced along the sidewalk. He might have been up all night, but where there are sirens, there are stories. Life had been a bit harder for police reporters since the Ottawa police acquired their digital system which you couldn't pick up on an ordinary newsroom scanner. So P. J. Lynch didn't pass up stories, even if he'd just worked all night.


    I'd almost reached the door of the office when my cellphone rang. I balanced on frozen toes and tried to avoid getting knocked into the street by a slip-sliding man with a briefcase. To hell with it. I let it ring. It would be one of my three sisters and the subject would be Alexa's wedding and why I wasn't more cooperative about it. They all had cellphones and there was no getting away from them.


    So hardly worth getting killed over. Another minute and the latte would be as cold as my toes and I wasn't even sure they were still attached to my feet. By the time I hit the front door, two more cruisers had flashed past. Must be one hell of a bank job, I thought as I heaved myself up the stairs to the second floor. I figured the latte was solid.


    The sirens screamed on.


    
      * * *
    


    I opened my office door, holding the coffee between my chest and my chin. The bag with my chocolate almond biscotti was clutched in my teeth.


    “Gotta go, Ma. Camilla's getting in. Don't worry about anything.” Alvin, my office assistant, hung up the phone.


    “I hope I don't find another batch of collect calls from Sydney on the next phone bill,” I said.


    “Hey, Camilla. Just fourteen days left before Valentine's Day, le jour de l'amour.”


    “Do not speak.” I kicked the door closed. Valentine's Day is never my favourite occasion. This year my sister had chosen it for her wedding day. Another strike against it.


    The bag with the biscotti slipped from my mouth and tumbled to the floor. Naturally, the cellphone rang again.


    “Gee, I wonder who that is?” Alvin said. “We've already had a couple of calls from your sisters this morning.”


    I let it ring. “Tell me something I wouldn't already know.”


    Alvin tossed his ponytail. “This wedding is making you grouchier than usual, although that is hard to imagine. Try to chill out.”


    “I'm chilled, Alvin.”


    I plunked the latte on his desk and started to remove layers. Trusty parka. Wool hat. Thinsulate gloves. Snazzy leather boots. They were just three months old. Too bad they held in the damp and let out the heat. I had to replace them, but it was too cold to shop. I hate when my teeth chatter.


    “People carry on about the weather up here, but I think it's all in the mind,” Alvin smirked.


    “Oh, come on, don't you miss those mild Atlantic winters, Alvin? Soft fog, gentle breezes, mild temperatures?”


    “Wet feet,” Alvin said, “grey days. Nope. Give me real weather any time. I love this stuff.”


    Too bad. I always had high hopes I'd stumble on a way to send Alvin back to his loving family in Nova Scotia.


    As usual, it was marginally warmer inside the offices of Justice for Victims than outside. I kept on the fleece, the silk long underwear and the red thermal socks—good to thirty below. I figured it wouldn't take more than twenty minutes until my toes rejoined the party.


    You get what you pay for in office space. In our case, not much. Justice for Victims is in a lousy financial position at best. It would be a hell of a lot worse if I took a realistic salary. Or if Alvin did.


    Was it my imagination or could I see my breath? I put the hat back on.


    “Guess you're not expecting anyone to drop in,” Alvin said.


    I still didn't bite.


    “Wind chill factor must be some new record. I can tell because all those little hairs on your upper lip are covered with frost.”


    My hand shot up to my face.


    “What hairs on my upper lip?” The words were out of my mouth before I could stop myself.


    Alvin so often wins in the game of gotcha. As if it weren't bad enough being the stubby, dark-haired younger sister to a trio of elegant, willowy blondes, now I had a moustache. This could send my family into crisis. They'd have me waxed and plucked and probed by a dermatologist if they even suspected a hairy upper lip.


    Alvin leaned back and flicked his ponytail over his shoulder. Behind the cat's eye glasses, his eyes glittered. He didn't react to the cold other than conversationally. The shirt with the parrot motif was a nice touch. So was the Jimmy Buffett CD. “Margaritaville” blasted out of Alvin's portable player.


    But what was different about him? Ah. I spotted the squeeze tube of flash tan on the desk. That explained the coconut scent in the air. It also explained why Alvin's face was an odd shade of rust, as was one of his arms.


    “Are you turning orange, Alvin? Perhaps you should seek medical attention before it's too late.”


    “I'm using the power of positive thinking. You should try it. Decide it's not cold. Let your mind dictate to your body.”


    “Assuming you have a mind,” I muttered. “The jury's still out.”


    But Alvin wasn't finished. “If your mind dictates to your body, then you don't have to be a prisoner of winter and wear ugly clothes and have frost on your lip which makes you look like W. O. Mitchell. The white moustache, I mean, especially teamed with those red socks. Although, I'm not sure W.O. would have been caught dead in that hat.”


    I picked up the coffee from his desk, bent down and retrieved the bag with the biscotti, and limped over to my own desk. I sat in silence and popped the lid. All the foam was gone. I took my first taste. Slightly better than a cold shower.


    “It's not a style for everybody, but you carry it off, Camilla.”


    Sometimes you have to make the best of adversity. On a typical day, I send Alvin on clusters of low-level yet time-consuming errands all over town: the post office, the dry cleaners, the bank. He finds addresses from the public library, pays traffic tickets at City Hall, and picks out birthday cards for my sisters, although after his last selection I had to stop that. But this could be the morning to send him to the drugstore for panty liners.


    I dipped my biscotti into the flat cool latte and daydreamed about precisely what it would take to carry Alvin out of my life. I was rubbing my socks in an effort to restore feeling to my toes when the phone rang. And rang again.


    “Answer the phone, Alvin.” I did not swear. I did not indulge in sarcasm. I did not hyperventilate. Not even on the third ring. I didn't want Alvin to press my buttons. This was harder than it sounds. “And take a message if it's one of my sisters.”


    Midway through the fourth ring, before it flipped over to call answer, Alvin lifted the receiver with a languid hand and produced the kind of upbeat chirp you might expect in a chewing gum commercial.


    “Justice for Victims. Good morning! Yes. Yes, it is. What? Oh! All right, certainly, I'll see if she's available. Please hold.”


    “What? Of course I'm available. I'm right in front of you.” I reached over and snatched the receiver from Alvin's hand. “Camilla MacPhee here.”


    “It's your sister,” Alvin said.


    “Damn.” Too late. I didn't even have time to ask which one.


    Edwina's measured tones drifted down the line. “Camilla, you have to get rid of that boy.” In a previous life Edwina might have been a head of state, leading the population through war and famine, brooking no opposition, keeping the dungeons full. Of my three sisters, she is the one I am least fond of finding on the end of a phone line.


    “Perhaps you're right,” I said, “but I'm always afraid they'll bring back the death penalty.”


    “Why can't he answer the phone like any normal person?”


    “He can't, that's all. He just can't, and he'll never be able to. Deal with it and move on, Edwina. Or better yet, back me up the next time I try to tell our mutual father why I need a change of staff.”


    “Oh, Camilla, you know how Daddy is about helping people. He'd never understand.”


    Nicely understated. Somewhere back in time, my father had fond memories of Alvin's mother, now the widow of a spectacularly alcoholic shoe salesman. Alvin was number six of seven children and definitely in need of help. Since my father is the only person in the world I've never talked back to, Alvin continues to clog my life in his own special way.


    My cellphone rang. This time Alvin answered on ring one.


    “You're right, Daddy won't understand,” I said to Edwina. “And I'm stuck with the situation. So learn to call me at home.”


    Alvin tapped my shoulder.


    Edwina likes to dish out orders, not receive them. “No need to be snippy, Miss. I need your cooperation to deal with Alexa's wedding. The way it's going, it will drive the whole family crazy.”


    I swatted at Alvin's hand. “Take a message,” I mouthed.


    “The whole family's already crazy, Edwina,” I said. “And what do you have to complain about, anyway? It's not like you're stuck with being a bridesmaid. Try a little perspective.”


    “Perspective?” Edwina sounded like she was choking. “Don't tell me to show a little perspective, Little-Miss-I-can't cooperate on any of the arrangements for my own sister's wedding because I was put on this earth to make life difficult for the human race.”


    Alvin moved over to the front of my desk. He had his hand over the receiver. “I think you'd better take this one.”


    “Listen, Edwina, if you mean the…”


    “You know exactly what I mean.”


    “No need to be nasty.”


    I showed Alvin my middle finger.


    Edwina sputtered from the receiver.


    “Gotta go, Edwina. We should keep the discussions of the wedding to non-office hours, since you're so emotional.”


    “What? You listen to me, Camilla MacPhee. You are the biggest problem we have. The point of my call is to tell you to shape up.”


    Alvin stuck his face six inches from mine. Behind the pointy black spectacles his eyes were slits. He tried to wrap my hand around the receiver.


    “One minute.”


    “Don't you ‘one minute’ me,” Edwina barked. “Your sister has a well-deserved second chance at happiness, and she doesn't need you to act like a spoiled brat and ruin everything. Do I make myself clear?”


    “If Alexa's foolish enough to think she can be happy with a pudgy middle-aged police officer.…”


    It takes more than a loud voice to force the supreme ruler to back down. “Fine. We're having a family dinner,” she said. “Wednesday. My place. Six thirty. We'll discuss it then.”


    Family dinner? I thought fast. Trip out of town? Frostbite? Amnesia? “But.”


    “No buts. Stan will pick you up.” Edwina hung up before I could think of twelve unassailable reasons why I couldn't attend. Trounced again.


    Alvin paced in front of my desk. The parrots on his shirt flapped.


    “Is it necessary to hound me when I'm on the phone?”


    “It's Lindsay Grace,” he said. “She says it's an emergency.”


    I grabbed the receiver.


    “Lindsay?”


    Nothing.


    “Lindsay? It's Camilla. Are you all right?”


    Dead air.


    “Lindsay!” Shouting didn't help. The dial tone was the last sound I wanted to hear. I sank into my chair. To do Alvin credit, he didn't think it was funny.


    “Did she say where she was calling from?”


    He shook his head.


    “Did she say what happened?”


    “No. She said it was urgent, and she needed to talk to you.”


    “That was it?”


    “She kept saying Benning was out.”


    “Hardly.”


    “That's what she said. She was practically hysterical.”


    “Well, she's often hysterical. And he can't be out. That's absurd.”


    “But what if he is?”


    I couldn't bring myself to think about it.


    “Not possible. Ralph Benning is a guest of the Regional Detention Centre, and he's not going anywhere.”


    “But it's Benning. Anything could happen. He is going somewhere. They have to move him to the Courthouse.” Behind the fake tan, Alvin was pale. Who wouldn't be?


    “Look, Alvin. He is behind Plexiglas and bars. When they move him, he'll be shackled and surrounded by big guys with Glocks and nervous twitches.”


    He turned toward the wall and bit his lip. “He'll murder her. Remember? He's threatened to.”


    I remembered all right. If anyone could escape, he could. And if Ralph Benning was out, he would find a way to kill Lindsay. No doubt about it. But how could he be out? My hands were shaking as I dialed her number.


    But Lindsay Grace didn't answer.

  


  
    Three


    “Stop hyperventilating, Alvin.”


    “Well, do something. If he's cunning enough to slip out of jail, he can find her too.”


    “It's obviously some kind of mistake, but if she's upset, she needs help. I'll head right over and see what I can do to reassure her. It's probably the stress of knowing the sentencing hearing's today. She's been overwrought.”


    “I'll call 911,” Alvin said. “She needs help.”


    I yanked the receiver from his hand. “No. Remember the last time he was on the loose so long? People figured he has some kind of inside contact. Even Lindsay thought so. We don't want some dispatcher blasting out Lindsay's address and the wrong person hearing it and passing the information on to Benning. He could use some of his connections to harass her.”


    “Lord thundering Jesus.”


    “Exactly.” I stuck my feet into the depths of the icy boots.


    “I'm coming with you.” Alvin grabbed his studded black leather jacket from the coat rack. I knew his jacket had no winter lining, although it was accessorized with an extensive Mickey Mouse scarf. Oh sure, that was all I needed. To have to explain to my father and Alvin's sainted mother how I'd encouraged him to die of exposure while under my tutelage.


    “You must be kidding.”


    “I'm not kidding.” Alvin's black eyes flashed behind the cat's eye glasses.


    “You are not coming.”


    “Yes, I am.” Alvin was already zipping up the jacket.


    “Get this straight, Alvin. You are staying here.”


    “Wrong.”


    I hate that manic glitter in his eyes. Time to change tactics. No point in discussing his lack of suitable winter clothing. I didn't want to bring on another bout of mind over matter. “Your newfound interest in social justice is touching, but it's important for you to be in the office.”


    “That's quite a change in policy.”


    He had a point. I spend my energy devising ways to remove him from the office on a permanent basis. He raised one eyebrow over the rim of the cat's eye glasses. It was an effect my sisters would have envied. But I was ready for him. “Lindsay may call here, and if you don't answer, she could panic and put herself at risk. She could go into hiding, and we wouldn't be able to contact her at all. That's why.”


    Alvin's hand paused on the zipper.


    I said, “So, if she does call, keep her calm, find out what happened and call me on my cellphone.”


    Alvin removed the jacket and slumped back in his seat.


    “Okay,” he said.


    I busied myself with my parka and gloves. I was still wearing the hat, socks and long silk underwear. Alvin busied himself staring at the phone. Jimmy Buffett busied himself singing “Trying to Reason With Hurricane Season”.


    I snatched the cellphone. “And turn the music off and put the radio on CBC. This is not a holiday camp.”


    Alvin plunked his feet on the desk and watched me slantily. “Aloha,” he called as I headed for the parking garage.


    
      * * *
    


    I'd been parked long enough for my recently acquired, pre-enjoyed Honda Civic to chill. The engine turned over on the third try. By that time, the vinyl seats had frozen my behind. Despite the red socks, my feet felt ready for amputation. I sat shivering and prayed the car would warm up before the engine flooded or the battery died. It wouldn't help Lindsay Grace if I joined the long list of people praying to be rescued by the CAA. A one-hour wait on sub-zero vinyl.


    Therefore, I wasn't going anywhere until the heat gauge crept from the red into the black zone. The air in the garage was full of exhaust fumes. I gobbled some mints to get the taste out of my mouth. Winter in the nation's capital. No end to the fun.


    I kept trying Lindsay's line, but the phone rang on and on. I was about to dial for the tenth time, when my own phone rang. “Hello, Alvin. Did Lindsay call back?”


    “Not yet.”


    “Then why are you tying up the line?”


    “Don't you have your radio on?”


    “No, I'm warming the car, and I don't want to drain the battery. I also don't want to chat. Hang up.”


    “It's on the radio. It's confirmed. Benning's escaped.”


    “What? I can't believe it!”


    “Believe it. He was supposed to have had a dental emergency, and when they were moving him somewhere, he overpowered his guard somehow and disappeared.”


    “Not even possible.”


    “Possible, and that's not all. The guard who was escorting him? Benning bit off his nose.”


    “What?”


    “Bit the guards nose off.” Alvin s voice rose.


    “Oh, how could that happen? He had only one guard?”


    “I don't know how many, but they reported Benning was armed.”


    “How could he be armed? He was in jail!”


    “You tell me.”


    My heart thundered against my ribs. Lindsay.


    Alvin said, “And there's an unconfirmed report an officer was shot.”


    “When?”


    “As far as I can figure out, it must have happened about an hour ago. Explains all those sirens.”


    “Where are their brains? They might have figured out a lunatic like Benning would need a back-up guard. A guy facing an indefinite sentence might be willing to take a real big chance. But how the hell could he have a weapon?”


    “Wait a minute. There's an update. Wow, shot at least one officer during his escape.”


    I was thinking fast.


    Alvin squeaked, “He must have called Lindsay. No wonder she was so upset.”


    “No, her phone's unlisted. Only a couple of people have it. He wouldn't know it.”


    “Oh, right.”


    “Maybe she caught the news report and called us right away.”


    “Maybe.”


    “Has to be,” I said.


    “You better shift your butt, Camilla.”


    I let it slide, just that once.


    Ralph Benning had nothing to lose going after Lindsay.


    “I'm on my way, but we have to get the police there fast without alerting Benning to the location.”


    “But you said…Okay, so how do we let them know?”


    I fished out my phone book. “You track down Elaine Ekstein. Here's her cell number. She always picks up. Explain what's happened. She'll fix it. She makes a lot of noise as Executive Director of WAVE. She'll tell them to hustle enough officers over to Lindsay's and do it on the QT.”


    “But Elaine's a civilian. What if they don't listen to her?”


    “Trust me. They'll listen. Every cop in this town's scared shitless of Elaine.”


    
      * * *
    


    My father spent twenty years as a high school principal. The legacy is a nice pension and a collection of useful clichés. His favourite saying has always been when the going gets tough, the tough get going. My sisters prefer to say when the going gets tough, the tough go shopping. In my case, when the going gets tough, the tough get stupid. Which means that I wasn't giving proper respect to Benning's cunning abilities as I eased off the ramp and onto the street.


    January's gift to the residents of Ottawa had been snow. Most of it was still piled on the edges of the side streets. That reduced the streets to one car width in many cases. Under the snow was ice. I didn't want to slide off the road, because I already knew I wouldn't find a tow truck in any big hurry.


    Well, what did I have to bitch about? Icy vinyl seats? Small potatoes compared to knowing that a man who would slam a wounded woman with a baseball bat was on your trail. Benning would still have the taste of the guard's blood in his mouth. But Lindsay. I couldn't imagine what it would feel like to sit alone and wait for Ralph Benning.


    I used the time at red lights to place calls that might yield a bit of new information on the Benning situation. First, I phoned my brother-in-law-to-be in Major Crimes. We didn't see eye to eye on much, but he would be steaming over this. Conn McCracken takes a dim view of domestic assault, to begin with. He'd done the groundwork on Benning's last arrest. He'd seen Rina Benning's broken body in the hospital. He'd know what it meant to have Benning loose. He'd understand what Lindsay Grace was up against.


    I left a message after the beep.


    You'll never catch me complaining about voice mail. I love it. What's not to love about a technology where no one can avoid your opinions and instructions any time of the day or night?


    Next I punched in P. J. Lynch's cell number. That's the best part about having a reporter friend. He'd know what was happening. If I were lucky, he'd fill me in. Speculation and all. He must have been on the line. I left my detailed message after the beep.


    Twenty minutes later, six blocks from Lindsay's townhouse, my brain engaged. Benning was smart. I still got chills remembering his cocky smirk when I'd accompanied Lindsay to testify at his trial. He knew I was her legal support. He knew I was connected and in touch. As soon as the word reached her or me, he'd bet I'd head out to protect her.


    He would have done his homework, would have had some confederate research all of Lindsay's contacts. He probably had my home address. He'd know where I worked. All he'd have to do was sit and watch my office during the day until I headed out. Then he could follow me. He'd have no trouble waiting. Plenty of practice in Kingston.


    I had failed Lindsay once, and I was about to fail her again. I pulled over and sat nudged up against four feet of solid packed snowbank. On the far side of the banks the red vinyl covers on the parking meters told me parking was off limits until the snow clearing had been completed.


    A steady stream of cars edged by, most of the drivers shooting reproachful glances. Every second driver blew his horn.


    I stared back at each vehicle, expecting to catch Ralph Benning's hard black eyes boring through my soul. The first break in the traffic, I climbed out and pretended to fish a blanket from the trunk. No one was parked behind me. I didn't spot Benning in the straggly line of traffic.


    But he was out there. So how the hell could I connect with Lindsay without inviting Benning to the party?


    
      * * *
    


    “What?” Alvin said. “Are you out of your tiny mind?”


    “Show a little respect. I am, after all, your employer.”


    “I suppose you are. In the broadest sense of the term.”


    “I am your employer in every sense of the term. Do I understand that is no longer your heart's desire?”


    “Yeah, but this is not an office administration activity. Admit it, Camilla.”


    “I believe it falls under Other Duties as Required.”


    “Well, I don't think it's legal to ask someone to pretend to be someone else.”


    “Alvin, say the word, and I'll put an ad in the paper for a replacement.”


    “No need to be snotty. You could at least give me one good reason.”


    “Lindsay Grace is the reason. If Benning follows me, and he's sharp enough to, I'll lead him right to her.”


    “Well, why didn't you say so? Do you have to be so frigging mysterious? Give me a minute. And listen, I cant reach Elaine. I left messages at her home, her office, and her cellphone.”


    “Did you leave my cellphone number?”


    “Of course.”


    “Don't worry. We'll hear from her. And Alvin.…”


    “On my way.” He hung up before I could tell him it would take me a while to negotiate the drive back.


    The line was already busy when I dialed again. Oh, well.


    “Aloha,” I said.


    
      * * *
    


    With a one-way street system, you don't get anywhere in a minute. No matter how much you want to. With the clogged streets and cop cruisers everywhere, it took nearly half an hour to reach my parking garage.


    I drew some satisfaction from the thought of dragging Benning on a wild goose chase. I tried not to dwell on Alvin in the garage. By the time I edged up the ramp and into my spot, the car was nice and warm. Alvin was neither warm nor nice.


    “If you hadn't hung up on me, I would have told you to wait for me in the office.”


    I couldn't make out what he answered the way his teeth chattered.


    “Head back to the office.” I clanged after him down the metal stairwell to our level. “We'll talk on the beach at Fort Lauderdale.”


    “Mmmind over mmmatter.” He didn't break stride.


    
      * * *
    


    “All right,” I said when Alvin showed signs of recovery. “I should have made myself clear.” It was hard not to feel bad about Alvin's half-frozen state. Especially since I'd been hoping he'd exhibit an unacceptable level of insubordination and I would be forced, despite my kind and gentle nature, to fire him.


    “The weather doesn't bother me.” He shook like a wet wolfhound.


    I was not used to him being polite. “I told you I was sorry.”


    “And I told you I'm fine. Not cold at all. Don't waste time. That maniac could be on his way to Lindsay's right now.”


    “I don't see how. She made sure nobody knows where her new place is, except us.”


    “Us? You mean you,” said Alvin.


    “Right. Me. None of her friends. None of his friends. Not the police. No one but me and Elaine, of course.”


    “He could find out.”


    I shook my head. “I don't think so. Not this quickly.”


    Alvin took a deep breath, but I wasn't finished.


    “I'm his best bet. He'll figure I'll head straight for her. I can't take the chance that he'll follow me there.”


    “Lord thundering Jesus, you need to check on her.”


    “Hold that thought, Alvin. So, to finish up, he can follow me. Only I will be you. You will be me. And you can lead him to think he's on his way to Lindsay's.”


    On the bright side, at least Alvin would be warm, and I wouldn't have to put his pine-boxed frozen corpse onto a train bound for his weeping mother in Sydney.


    No indeedy, Alvin would be real toasty in my parka, my thinsulate-lined gloves, my red hat and my recently-warmed car as he led Ralph Benning on a fool's errand around the second coldest capital city in the world. He even had my cellphone, for what it was worth.


    I tried not to dwell on how Alvin would drive without the cat s eye glasses. Sometimes you have to trust in a higher power.


    I wanted to give Alvin plenty of time to drive down the ramp of the garage and back out into traffic. I figured after twenty minutes he'd be stuck on Elgin going nowhere fast. Not even Benning could find Lindsay Grace in less than an hour.


    I hoped like hell I was right.

  


  
    Four


    My old friend Merv picked up on the first ring.


    “Blessed are those on sick leave,” I said, “for they shall be available on weekdays to help their buddies.”


    “Sorry, wrong number,” Merv said.


    “Can you pick me up?”


    “In this weather? Not if my life depended on it.” That Merv. Always one with a snappy comeback.


    “Someone's life does depend on it. Pick me up at the library front door in half an hour.”


    “Forget it, Camilla. I'm busy with daytime TV. And I've learned people have to respect my boundaries.”


    “You're an active RCMP officer, even if you are malingering. And I know how much you like to save defenceless women at risk from dangerous men.”


    Merv snorted. “Defenceless women? I love that, Camilla. You're about as defenceless as a grizzly with two cubs.”


    “Not me. It's a serious and dangerous situation. I'll explain later. And, as an added bonus, I promise to respect your boundaries. You can tell me what they are when you pick me up.”


    “Aw, c'mon, Camilla.” I could tell by his voice he was hooked.


    “The library. Laurier entrance. Keep your front passenger door unlocked.”


    “Don't tease. Tell me what's happening.”


    “And bring your pajamas.”


    “What?”


    “Twenty-nine minutes, Merv. You're a bud.”


    I stuck my nose in the Lost and Found section, otherwise known as the bottom drawer of the filing cabinet. It was a great source of mismatched gloves, scarves, a couple of musty cardigans, an Icelandic sweater, four umbrellas, several handkerchiefs, paperbacks, glasses, an old raccoon hat and Alvin's lunch. I filled a bag with all the sweaters, scarves, gloves and the fur hat. I left the umbrellas. I slipped on Alvin's glasses and surrounded myself with his jacket. It was long but tight. I guessed I could learn to live with the coconut smell of the flash tan. At least we were both wearing black pants.


    My teal suit would have been a dead giveaway.


    
      * * *
    


    The cold was like a blow.


    I had kept the silk long underwear and the thermal socks, but the thin skin of Alvin's studded leather jacket and the Mickey Mouse scarf wrapped around my head were definitely too little too late.


    I was heftier than Alvin, so slipping on a few sweaters would have thoroughly undermined the disguise, even if there had been room. So what, I decided. When the going gets tough, the tough get the lead out.


    I concentrated on Benning, a man filled with hate and anger. A man who would express his emotions physically. Perhaps with an aluminum baseball bat, perhaps with a gun. Those thoughts propelled me down Elgin Street towards the public library, one of Alvin's regular runs.


    I told myself Alvin's own mother would be fooled by my appearance. The light snowfall helped to obscure vision. It was supposed to be too cold to snow, but I guess no one told the guy in charge of precipitation. Overhead, blue and white Winterlude flags snapped in the wind.


    I kept my head down to keep the sharp blowing snow from my eyes. I checked for ice patches. The leather jacket made the cold colder. How the hell did Alvin survive?


    His glasses didn't help. What kind of a wacko prescription was that anyway? Typical of Alvin to have unusual eyes. In spite of the vision problem, I hurtled along the sidewalk. I must have been clocking six miles an hour when I collided with someone solid and stubborn. The impact knocked the breath right out of me. Visions of lawsuit danced in my brain. I could see the headlines: negligent lawyer mows down elderly woman, claims temporary blindness. My ears rang.


    “I am so sorry,” I blurted. “I hope you aren't hurt.”


    The person was still standing, although I wasn't sure how. I took off the glasses for a better look. Only after I'd apologized to the parking meter did the full impact of the damn cat's eyes glasses sink in. I glanced around. All I saw were faces half-hidden by parkas, scarves and tuques. No one cared what I did.


    I reapplied the glasses, this time pushing them halfway down my nose, and shouldered on down Elgin.


    
      * * *
    


    When I hit the Main Branch of the Ottawa Public Library, I scurried through the front door and up to the Reference area. Alvin spends a lot of his time on site, doing errands for Justice for Victims—but I suspect also putting the moves on some of the junior staff. Thanks to my tax dollars hard at work, the library was warm.


    I asked for a couple of back issues of magazines. The girl at the counter blinked at me. “Do you have a brother?”


    “Weird, people keep asking me.” I carried my mags to the table with the best view of the staircase. Ten minutes later, I was convinced Ralph Benning had not followed me to the Reference Department. I headed to the ladies' room.


    Five minutes later, Alvin's jacket, scarf and glasses were in the bag, and I was redefined. I had a quick drink at the fountain to rinse the taste of old clothes out of my mouth. But the dusty, musty, bottom of the drawer residue was the least of my problems.


    The girl at the desk didn't even blink as I slunk past. She also didn't ask if I was related to the guy in the Mickey Mouse scarf.


    
      * * *
    


    Merv had been under the weather since my friend Robin had headed off to spend a month in Mexico with another man. That's a different story, but I wondered if it were connected to Merv's spell of bad health. It doesn't do to coddle middle-aged heartbroken Mounties, especially not tall, lanky, good-looking ones. I was doing him a favour, I decided, as I wrenched open the door of his car.


    “Hey, you, what are you doing? Get the hell out.”


    “Morning, Merv. Nice to see you too.”


    “Yeah, yeah. What's going on, Camilla? Make it important.”


    “What ever happened to ‘Good Morning, Camilla, you look lovely today?'”


    “First of all, it's not a good morning and second, you look unlovely.” He eased into the traffic on Laurier Street. “What's with the get-up? Costume party? Bag lady convention?”


    “I have a strategic reason for the disguise. Turn left on O'Connor.”


    “Who elected you queen, Camilla? What the crap is going on? Didn't you buy a new Civic in the fall?” In all the time I'd known him, Merv had always been crotchety, so I let it roll off. “Start talking.”


    I might have felt some apprehension if I hadn't known how Merv felt about pale, delicate women who find themselves in desperate situations. You could count on a man who still wore Old Spice after twenty years.


    “Do you remember the Benning case?” I said.


    “How could I forget it? It was all over the media.”


    “Do you remember Benning's girlfriend, Lindsay Grace?”


    “The one who testified against him? Sure. Why?”


    “Have you listened to the news today, Merv?”


    “Nah. I'm watching Rosie and Jenny and the other girls.”


    “Did you hear Benning broke out?”


    “Broke out of what? Isn't he some kind of psycho?”


    “He's a psycho all right. He was on his way to court, his sentencing hearing. He shot a cop, and he's on the run. And he'll be after her.”


    “Shot a cop? That explains it.”


    “Explains what?”


    “We must have passed twenty Ottawa cruisers. And plenty of unmarked ones. They'll get him. Wouldn't want to be him when they do.”


    “He won't be easy to catch. He's not going to hitch a lift in a police cruiser. He doesn't look like a psycho. He has money and connections. He'll have a plan. He'll hide out, and he'll go after her.”


    “Money and connections?”


    “The money's supposed to be from drugs, big-time stuff. He's a career criminal. People say he's such a loose cannon even the major suppliers and dealers are scared shitless of him.”


    “Jeez. That's bad. I'll give you a hand, but you know the Ottawa force has jurisdiction. They have communications, backup, they'll call in a tactical team. That's the kind of protection she needs.”


    “They're not at Lindsay's place, Merv.”


    “Be serious.”


    “I am deadly serious. Head right down O'Connor and cross over at the Pretoria Bridge. She's on Echo Drive.”


    “Holy shit. Why isn't Ottawa covering this Lindsay Grace?”


    Good question. “The last time Benning jumped the fence, he had help, and he always was one step ahead of the police. Rumour is he had inside help.”


    “Crap.”


    “That's the buzz. Might explain why it's been so hard to keep him behind bars, and why he was able to break loose today.”


    “Where'd you hear that?”


    “P. J. Lynch has been talking about it.”


    “Oh.”


    “Right. Not some wacko. P. J. s a serious guy, and if he believes Benning has an inside man, my money says he's right. Lindsay thinks so too. But Benning never let on who the inside connection was.”


    “Yeah, yeah. You still need the Ottawa guys.”


    “I realize that. Elaine Ekstein will hit the police brass. She's probably there already. She'll make sure the address is given out on a need-to-know basis. They'll cooperate with Elaine if they know what's good for them. In the meantime, Lindsay's my client. She's afraid, and I had to respect her wishes. And I'm scared shitless he'll find her.”


    “And this Benning's been out how long?”


    “Couple of hours. You don't know this guy, Merv. He's smart and capable of extreme violence. Totally out of control. We have to protect Lindsay now. We'll sort out jurisdictions after. But are we ever going to move?”


    “Aw jeez, someone stalled up ahead on the bridge. It's too late to back up. We're stuck here.”


    “Mind if I use your phone? Alvin has mine.”


    “Would it matter if I did mind?”


    I dialed Lindsay's number. Still no answer. “I should hop out and run the rest of the way.”


    “Better let me go. What can you do if this guy shows up?”


    “She doesn't know you. She'll never let you in.”


    “Two women up against this maniac? Your best bet is still the Ottawa Police.”


    “Watch your blood pressure. I have no choice. I'll get to Lindsay's on foot. You could be stuck here for an hour.”


    “Wait a minute. We're moving again.”


    He was right. The tow-truck lights flashed up ahead. Traffic started to inch over the bridge. I leaned back and exhaled. Three more minutes.


    “So listen, Camilla. Does the get-up relate to the situation?”


    “This? Yes, it does. At this moment, Alvin is on a mission.”


    Merv snorted. “Alvin? And speaking of blood pressure, that guy's a one-man stroke-inducing machine.”


    “Sure is. But at this moment he's risking his own life in my car wearing my parka and hat in order to draw Benning away from Lindsay.”


    “Sounds like a weird plan, even for you, Camilla.”


    “We think Benning might try to follow me to locate Lindsay. Alvin's laying false trails.”


    “I like it. Alvin could be in danger. God knows he has it coming.”


    “I don't think you should be bitter over imagined slights.”


    “Hey, he could be killed. This Benning's a time bomb, right?” Merv grinned, even when the light turned red. Probably imagining thoughts of Alvin laid out on a bed of blue satin with a wilted lily in his cold, dead paw.


    “Let me give him a call.” I kept the phone out of Merv's reach.

  


  
    Five


    “Im sorry, Ms. Camilla MacPhee is not available at the moment, please leave a message after the long snore.”


    “Most humorous, Alvin.” I could afford to be snarly, since he was not dead.


    “I thought you were one of your sisters. Don't they have lives?”


    “Don't go there.”


    “They've all called. Some twice. You need to set them straight.”


    “I'll set them straight after I practice on you.”


    “Oh, he's alive?” Merv said. “Too bad. Any chance he's been tied up by Benning and is about to be dumped off the Interprovincial Bridge into the frigid but open waters?”


    “I'm sure he would have mentioned it. No, not you, Alvin. Merv inquired about your wellbeing. Tell me, any sign of Benning?”


    Alvin said, “I'm not a hundred per cent sure it's him, but there's this red Taurus. I can't shake it.”


    “Who's driving?”


    “Can't tell.”


    “It's not close enough?”


    “He's riding on my bumper. But the windows are fogged.”


    “Try and see if it's Benning.”


    “I told you, I can't see through the windows.”


    “Fine. What about the licence plate?”


    “Haven't been able to catch it so far. A big chunk of snow is plastered over it. But here he comes again.”


    “Where are you?”


    “On Sussex. I'd better turn around. Don't want to end up on the Eastern Parkway.”


    “No, you don't. Alvin? What's that screeching sound? Did my car make that noise? Alvin! Answer me.”


    “Hey, Camilla, keep your shorts on. Just a one-eighty.”


    “Don't you do one-eighties in my new Civic.”


    “Lord thundering Jesus!”


    “What?”


    “Holy crap.”


    “What happened?”


    “He turned too.”


    At this point I felt the hot blast of Merv's breath on my ear. “I'm happy I can reserve a portion of my communications budget for you to give driving instructions to earring boy, Camilla. Make sure you get the story of his life,” Merv said.


    “Might not be a long story. This is serious.”


    “No shit,” Alvin said. “Here he comes. He's gunning it.”


    I yelled. “Floor it to 24 Sussex and drive up to the gates. They have enough Mounties for a musical ride. Do you hear me?” Nothing. “Alvin?” More nothing. Followed by a crash and the sound of tearing metal. Then ragged breathing. “Alvin?” I turned to Merv. “Benning's caught him.”


    “Camilla?” A squeak on the receiver.


    “Yes!”


    “You were right. When the security guys ran out, he took off.”


    “Great. Then?”


    “And guess what? I got a partial of the licence plate.”


    “Excellent. What is it?” I turned to Merv. “He caught some of the licence.”


    To do Merv credit, he pulled out a notebook and a pen.


    “Okay, Alvin, shoot.” I strained to hear. Muffled voices buzzed on the line. Then Alvin squawked like he was having his feathers plucked.


    “Hey wait,” he said. “I don't want to get out of the vehicle. Listen. You can put the guns away. I was being chased by that guy, Benning, the one who just escaped. Don't you guys listen to the radio?”


    “Alvin's experienced first hand the high level of security at the PM's residence. Those are your boys, aren't they, Merv?”


    “Yes, indeedy. And they will check out Mr. Ponytail dressed in women's clothes, driving a vehicle registered to someone else, and then he'll try to give them his usual level of mouth.” Merv chuckled.


    While I have no problem with Alvin as the butt of a joke, I didn't want to go to the hoosegow and bail out the boy again. It wouldn't be the first time he'd had his fingerprints taken while in the midst of a Justice for Victims activity. Whenever Alvin gets arrested as a result of some action of mine, I pay for it for a long time. This time, the payment would include bodywork.


    “Hey, you can't do that. I have a right to legal advice.” Alvin's voice shot well into his higher ranges.


    “Alvin,” I shouted into the phone.


    “Let go of me.”


    I tried again, “Alvin, Alvin, put the officer on the phone.” I turned to Merv. “Can you talk to them and explain?”


    Merv made a moue. “They have procedures.”


    “Well, of course, they have procedures, but we both know Alvin wasn't doing anything wrong. It would be most unfair if he's interrogated.”


    “Hang on, Camilla, we're moving again.”


    “But you have to speak to them.”


    “We can't block the bridge.”


    He had a point besides the one on his head. “Fine, but as soon as we can pull over on Colonel By Drive, you'd better talk to them.”


    “Sure,” Merv said. “But I don't think we can park on Colonel By.”


    “As soon as you turn onto Echo then.”


    Merv started to hum, not altogether an auspicious sign. Or a pleasant sound. I stuck a finger in my ear.


    “Alvin. Don't argue with the officers.”


    More squawks.


    “Listen to me. Put one of them on the phone immediately or your leather jacket's history.”


    Merv made the left onto Colonel By Drive this time and proceeded north with unnecessary caution.


    “Get the lead out,” I said to Merv. And then to Alvin, “Goddamn it, do what you're told, this once. Oh, sorry, officer, I thought I was speaking to my colleague. My name is Camilla MacPhee, and I am a lawyer with Justice for Victims. That deranged creature is in my employ. And I can assure you he was in grave danger. He has a partial licence plate number and a description of the car to be relayed to the Ottawa police. What? Excuse me? I can't believe this. Wait a minute.” I turned to Merv. “This guy's a real comedian. You want to speak to him?”


    “Not sure I want to be associated with either of you,” Merv said.


    “I'm glad you think it's funny. I think Alvin's been arrested.”


    “Again? Couldn't happen to a nicer guy.”


    But he did take the phone. “Merv Morrison here. Who's talking? Right. Sure. No shit, he's for real, believe it or not. Me? Yeah, I'm on the mend. Couple weeks. What? No, no. I'm with an acquaintance. Right. I know you got procedures. Hey, no problem. Take it easy.”


    I would have killed him on the spot, but we'd reached the town house Lindsay Grace called home. “Park here,” I said.


    Merv was still chuckling. I decided not to react. I needed to keep my mind free. On the other hand, I did need to know what to do about Alvin. Plus the usual when, where and how.


    “They'll take him to the Leomont Building at Vanier and McArthur. And they'll impound your vehicle. You'll get him out, but they'll need to assure themselves he poses no risk to the Prime Minister or other august bodies.”


    “I'll have to help him.”


    “I wouldn't rush. I figure on five different jurisdictions involved in this baby, if you count the Prime Minister's Protection Detachment and National Security Intelligence. He'll be their guest for most of the day. City cops will be the least of his problems.”


    “Okay, one challenge at a time. This is Lindsay's place.”


    Alvin would have to wait. Now it was time to deal with Lindsay Grace. Was it possible Benning had found her before he pursued Alvin? Logic said no. But logic and Benning don't mix.


    
      * * *
    


    Merv said, “Catch that view of the canal. She must be rolling in cash.”


    “Do you think that matters when someone wants to kill you, and all you can do is hide out and pray?”


    Merv kept his mouth shut, but he checked out the wrought-iron fencing, the solid brass details on the doors and the landscaping designed to look appealing even when covered with snow.


    “Even so,” he said. He can be the most stubborn person in the world sometimes, despite some serious competition from my relatives. “Must be four hundred thousand minimum for this baby. Echo Drive, two minutes to downtown. Are you kidding, half a million. Did this Benning bankroll this?”


    I jabbed the doorbell. “Lindsay Grace was a hotshot financial analyst, a high flyer, when she hooked up with Ralph Benning.”


    “So not stupid.”


    “No, that's the tragedy. She's a bright woman who fell into the wrong relationship.”


    Merv snorted. “How smart could she be if she teamed up with this character? Didn't he serve time for spousal assault?”


    I tried again. The bell pealed loud enough for us to hear it outside. It couldn't be missed inside the house. “About as smart as the other women he was with. His wife taught high school physics. Not any more, of course. Her face isn't easy for people to feel comfortable with. And his other women have been smart and assured.” I gave the bell one final vicious poke.


    Merv shook his head. “Makes you wonder.”


    It sure did. I took a deep breath. “Time to go in.”


    “No way. You won't catch me breaking and entering. I have my pension to think of.”


    “Actually, I thought I'd use the keys.”


    I unlocked the Yale and the deadbolt and inched the door open. I had thirty seconds to get the jump on Lindsay's alarm system. I punched in the code and felt a flush of relief. Merv and I stepped into the foyer and stamped our boots on the marble floor. I stopped long enough to reset the alarm, then called out. “Lindsay?” I thought I heard a small noise from upstairs. “You hear that?”


    Merv tilted his head. “Music.”


    I slipped out of my icy boots. I'd kept my mind off my frozen feet on the ride over. Merv ditched his size thirteens. I stepped into the living room. One small benefit from Alvin's close call: not even Benning could be in two places at one time.


    So why had I been so frantic? Because, Benning, as the police now knew, appeared to be able to breeze through walls.


    “He can't find her here,” I said, trying to convince myself.


    “I don't see why not.” Merv stepped up right behind me. “How long has she lived here?”


    “Since September. But she was discreet. No one knows. Unlisted phone number.”


    As we checked the living room, Merv said, “If the guy has any kind of connections, he could tap into the hydro service or find the address on her driver's licence through MOT.”


    I knew that too.


    Merv seemed impressed by several bronze sculptures, the rather nice abstracts on the wall and the large arrangement of fresh and fragrant lilies as we passed through the dining area. My sisters would approve. The only whiff in my dining area was from my running shoes.


    The kitchen was empty too. On the counter was a plate with a half-eaten slice of toast. A cup with cold coffee. The radio was tuned to CBC's Radio One. I touched the espresso maker on the granite counter. Still lukewarm. So Lindsay had been home that morning, and chances were she'd been alone.


    I took a deep breath and retraced my steps. I hesitated at the base of the stairs then hurled myself up. Wimpiness was never one of my problems. But if you've ever stumbled over a dead body, you don't feel the same about closed doors.


    “Lindsay?” I called out, in case she was afraid of Benning creeping up the stairs. “It's Camilla and a friend. We want to make sure you're all right.”


    Upstairs the door to the guestroom stood open, as did the door to the master suite. The bed had been slept in, but the elegant pewter-coloured bedding was merely folded back, no careless jumble of sheets for Lindsay. No sign of a struggle. No blood.


    From behind the closed door, we could hear water running. And another sound. Music. Vivaldi. The air was steamy and fragrant with floral and musky and expensive scents.


    Abruptly, the water stopped.


    “Lindsay?” I don't know what the hell I thought, as I stood at the foot of the enormous bed. I sure didn't expect Lindsay Grace to step from her bathroom to her bedroom, shaking her damp hair behind her.


    “You're all right,” I blurted. “Thank God. We were so worried.”


    She whirled, screamed and dropped her towel. She hit the floor on the far side of the enormous bed.


    “I'm so sorry,” I said quickly. “I guess I panicked after your phone call. When you didn't answer, I drove over here in case. Now, of course, I see you're all right. So I guess I'll leave you alone to get, um, organized.” It's not like me to babble, but this time, I couldn't stop. Lindsay scrambled back into the bathroom. Who could blame her? I felt like a fool. “I'll be downstairs.”


    “All right,” she said, in a muffled voice.


    “Are you sure you're okay? Didn't mean to scare you. I brought a friend with me. He's a Mountie. He works in security.”


    “Give me a couple of minutes.” The voice was shaky.


    “No problem, Lindsay. I'll make some fresh coffee.”


    I caught sight of Merv. People look healthier after neurosurgery.


    “What's the matter?” I whispered. “Haven't you ever seen a naked woman before?”

  


  
    Six


    Merv's coffee went down fast. He takes three sugars, but this time he drank it straight. I was still dipping the teaspoon in the sugar bowl when he drained the last drop.


    Merv keeps his hair clipped about the length of a five o'clock shadow. His scalp was pink, another measure of his state of mind. I had no choice but to lean across the kitchen table and stare him straight in the eye. “Pull yourself together.”


    “Holy shit,” he said. And not for the first time.


    “And try a little conversational variety while you're at it.” I twitched the teaspoon dangerously.


    Merv poured himself another cup. Before I could dump the three teaspoons of sugar in it, he said “holy shit” again.


    “Lindsay might come downstairs. Do you think you can act like a rational human being? Imagine how traumatic it was for her coming across a strange man in her bedroom while she was…”


    “Holy…” Merv said.


    “…fresh from the bath. And if she does comes down, if you can't say something intelligent, don't say anything at all.”


    Merv didn't say anything, but I was pretty sure I knew what he was thinking.


    I asked myself some tough questions. Why hadn't Lindsay answered the phone after her hysterical call? How could she relax and listen to music in the tub while waiting for Ralph Benning to kick in the front door? I knew her first steps would have been to the medicine cabinet for an extra boost of the sedatives that helped her get through every day. But even so.


    “Merv, let's not sit on our duffs wasting time. We should review the security here. That's your specialty.”


    That seemed to snap him out of it.


    “Okay,” I said, “there are bars on the basement windows, top-grade Clear Defence security film on every pane of glass in the house, bars across the patio doors, a first-rate silent alarm system, wired to every door and window, panic button, and double deadbolts on the doors. Do you think she's missing anything?”


    I was still talking when Merv bounded off to check the basement and the first floor. It gave me time to think about Benning and how he might try to get in. These security products would discourage a burglar, but not a psycho with nothing to lose.


    Twenty minutes later, I was brooding over my third cup of coffee, when Merv returned. “Impressive. Someone did an fine job on this place.”


    “Anyone else but Benning and she wouldn't have a worry.”


    “I don't see how anybody could get in,” he said, grudgingly.


    “Benning could. Even this security won't keep out a hail of bullets or a two-thousand pound vehicle ramming the front door.”


    “You'll get rapid response with that centrally-monitored system.”


    “On a normal day, sure. But with every unit after Benning and the roads clogged, the response time will be pathetic.”


    Merv opened his mouth to speak. I shook my head to silence him as a slight movement in the doorway caught my eye. Lindsay Grace entered the kitchen with the soft, smooth movements of an expensive cat. Elegant and understated in a cream-coloured slim tunic and leggings that looked like cashmere. Her dark chestnut hair was dry and brushed back into a ponytail. That golden olive complexion didn't need makeup, not even the dab of lip-gloss she'd applied. Her only decoration was a tiny pair of gold hoop earrings. As usual, she smelled good. Organza, if I remembered correctly.


    Lindsay had the kind of face you'd see on the cover of Chatelaine. Except a photo might not capture the soft backlit skin and the fragility. If it wasn't for the lack of focus in her eyes, you would have thought she hadn't a worry in the world.


    She didn't match the stereotype of a battered woman. Of course, in my line of work, you learn fast not to rely on those preconceptions. None of Ralph Benning's victims had looked the part.


    “Mmmm,” she said, “I smell coffee.”


    “Ready for one?” I asked.


    “I'm sorry about the call to the office.” She reached for her coffee, her hands steadier than mine.


    That took me by surprise. “You're sorry? What do you have to be sorry about?”


    “Alarming you. I panicked when I turned on the radio and heard a prisoner had escaped. I don't know why I assumed that the prisoner who had escaped was Ralph. That was stupid of me. I guess I'm strung out because it's the sentencing hearing. That's all I can think about. You didn't have to come all the way over and on such a terrible day too. I wasn't using my head. I had to take an Ativan, well two, and a long bath with some Vivaldi to calm down. I called back to tell you not to bother, but I got the answering machine.”


    “I wanted to be here.”


    “Well, I appreciate it, but I'm all right.”


    I took a deep breath. “Lindsay, have a seat.”


    She slid onto the attractive light metal chair. “Sorry for screaming, but I didn't recognize you for a minute. I've never seen you dressed quite like that. And I didn't know your friend.”


    It must have taken at least three Ativans to let Lindsay feel untroubled by the sight of Merv with his jaw around his ankles. I decided not to explain my outfit. I had no choice but to introduce Merv.


    “Lindsay, meet Merv Morrison. He's with the RCMP.” Out of regard for our longstanding relationship, I didn't mention Merv's sick leave, nor did the words gall or bladder leave my lips.


    Merv was already standing. Although maybe not breathing. Lindsay held out her slender hand and allowed it to be swallowed by Merv's. “Thank you for coming,” she said. “You must think I'm out of my mind.”


    I was impressed. Not every woman can handle an introduction to a man after he has had an eyeful of her birthday suit. Of course, it could have been the drugs.


    Merv said “holy shit” under his breath.


    Someone had to show signs of intelligent life. I tried. “We should work out a plan for what to do until Benning's back behind bars where he belongs.”


    She blinked. “What do you mean?”


    I didn't think I'd been the least bit unclear.


    “I mean, we want to make sure you are safe. You should stay somewhere else.” I did not mention Merv's theory about Benning being able to find out her address. I did not refer to the inside police connection. I did not describe what I thought Benning might do.


    “What do you mean, back behind bars?”


    I leaned over and put my hand on her shoulder. “Benning did escape. It took a while for the name to make the radio news.” Before I could add it was lucky she hadn't known that during her hour-long wait for our arrival, Lindsay slipped gracefully from the chair to the floor.


    Merv said “holy shit” once more for good luck.


    
      * * *
    


    Merv deposited Lindsay on the sofa in the living room. But even after she lifted her head from the butter-soft leather, things continued to go wrong.


    “It's okay,” I said, “we're here with you. Everything's going to be all right.”


    “No. Nothing is ever going to be all right. Ever.”


    “Sure it is. Every cop in town is on the lookout for him.”


    Lindsay struggled to sit up. She leaned her head back and closed her eyes. “Remember what happened to Rina? Living in that secure building. She thought she was safe. We're talking about a man who broke out of police custody. What could be more secure?”


    “They'll get him. In the meantime, we'll stay with you. The police will be here soon, and we can move you to somewhere safer.”


    “I'll never feel safe.”


    “Sure you will. Once he's back in custody, they'll take extra measures. This can't last long. And we won't leave you alone.”


    “Fight or flight, isn't that what they call our two basic reactions to fear? Well, I've had the flight reaction, and you know what, it's hell. I'm his prisoner. As long as he's breathing, my life is not worth living.”


    “Your life is worth living,” Merv said.


    “Merv's right, Lindsay. That's just your nerves talking. And I understand how you feel. But this isn't a typical situation here.”


    “You do not know how I feel. You're so confident. So sure that things will be all right. You haven't lived in hell like I have. You can't even imagine what it does to your brain.”


    “I shouldn't have said that. I'm sorry.” She was right. Every now and then I give myself away. I know the theory about the effect of abuse on the personality. I just don't feel it in my bones.


    “I'm not going on the run. I'll stay in my own home.”


    “Holy shit.”


    “Shut up, Merv. Listen, Lindsay, that would make a lot of sense, normally, but this situation is not normal.”


    “I know. Ever since I met Ralph, my life has not been normal. And as long as he's alive, it won't ever be.”


    “You won't be away long. This is just temporary. They'll have him back behind bars, and they'll throw away the key.”


    “I'd give anything to believe that, Camilla. If he can escape from custody here, he can escape from a maximum-security institution. He can escape from anywhere. I'll never be safe. So I have to live my life anyway.” The fine chin seemed even more pointed. Her hazel eyes were steady and calm. She reminded me of some sweet sainted virgin, strolling serenely to her martyrdom.


    “Fine.” I didn't mean fine at all. “But I'm staying with you.”


    She shook her head. “You should use your time to boost the Crown's case. Plus, two small women, what could we do?


    Neither one of us will have a chance.”


    I hate this kind of thinking. But I had to admit Benning had at least one gun. Plus it had been less than nine months since I'd fought for my life with a killer. I wasn't sure how well I'd cope in the same circumstance. But it wasn't like I had a choice.


    “Okay, there's safety in numbers. So we need reinforcements. Merv's here. And we can get other people. I think the danger period, if they don't pick him up first, will be in the night. Elaine will come over, for sure. What about if Alvin joins us until they capture Benning?”


    Lindsay opened her mouth, but the strangled sounds came from Merv. “Alvin? That little peckerhead? I don't think so, Camilla.”


    I always find myself defending Alvin from other people. “Alvin thinks the world of Lindsay. He'd lay down his life for her.”


    “That Alvin is just so sweet,” Lindsay said. “But no one should put themselves at risk for me. I created this situation by getting involved with Ralph. I don't want to drag anyone else into it.”


    Interesting. I thought I caught a glimpse of the woman Lindsay must have been in her pre-Benning life.


    “Fair enough.” I played for time. “But have you even contemplated…” Before I had time to figure out what she should have contemplated, Merv stretched his long legs and stood.


    “You can't defend yourself against someone like Benning. And you don't have to. This is not happening because of anything you did.” He looked way down at Lindsay. She tilted up at him. “I'll be here until you're safe,” he said.


    It didn't matter what I thought. It didn't matter what I did. It didn't matter that I was there.


    “All right,” Lindsay said.


    “So that's settled.” I'd like to think they noticed, but I know damn well they didn't.


    
      * * *
    


    A few phone calls later, I still hadn't tracked down P. J. That was no great surprise; he'd be chasing the action. I left Merv's cell number. I wasn't giving Lindsay's number to anyone. P. J. might have been my buddy, but he was a reporter first, and I never forgot that.


    I had better luck finding out where Alvin was being questioned. I had to get him off the hook, but I had a problem. I could hardly take Merv's car. He'd never let Alvin park his bum in it, and I didn't think I could wrestle the keys from him. It was too goddam cold to walk anywhere with those useless boots. My car would have been impounded after its brush with the gates at 24 Sussex. The taxi dispatcher sneeringly informed me a car would take an hour.


    When Lindsay's phone rang, I answered it. Force of habit.


    “Camilla? It's Elaine. Holy moly, I'm glad you're there. Alvin left me these hysterical messages. I've been to the police, and I'm on my way. They're sending a couple of cars immediately.”


    “Glad to hear it.”


    “Listen, no one answers in your office. I tried your cellphone. Don't you ever pick up your messages? Is Lindsay all right?”


    I filled her in on the situation, omitting Merv's reactions. She offered to drive me to the Leomont Building to get Alvin, to resolve any outstanding issues with the Mounties, starting with the Commissioner, and to make sure our lad was not traumatized.


    “We have to wait until the police get here,” I said.


    “That shouldn't take long. Poor Alvin. He has such a hard time.”


    Once again, I bit my tongue.


    I jumped when Merv soundlessly arrived behind me. “Good news item number one: she's sleeping,” he whispered.


    I raised my eyebrows. Not because Lindsay could fall sleep—that was no surprise with her system clogged with sedatives—but there was just something about Merv tiptoeing around like a nervous auntie.


    “Good news item number two: the Ottawa guys are here.” I followed him back through the living room to the front window. A cruiser, with two officers, was parked conspicuously in front of the townhouse. “There's another car in the back,” Merv said.


    “They're taking it seriously. Usually it's one cop per cruiser.”


    “They're taking it seriously all right. They did everything but run a DNA test on me.”


    “But you're RCMP.”


    “Jurisdictions, remember? No reason for a member of the force, even one on sick leave, to be here. They don't like weird stuff.”


    “You'd think they'd be happy to have someone trained in security in the house looking out for Lindsay.”


    “Yeah, yeah. They're cops, Camilla. They're never happy. But anyway, I passed the test. I don't hold out much hope for you, though.”


    “Funny.”


    
      * * *
    


    Less than ten minutes later, when Elaine's SUV crested the snow bank in front of Lindsay's place, I forced myself to take a deep breath and head out. Elaine was in fine form, metres of tightly curled red hair sproinging out in all directions from under a fake leopard fez. Not an easy effect to carry off.


    “I'll go in and see Lindsay first,” she said as I climbed into her SUV.


    “She's out cold. Give her an hour or so.”


    “Holy moly,” she said, “out cold. I don't blame her.”


    “Drugs,” I said.


    “What else is she going to do? Was she awake when you arrived?”


    “Yes. Which reminds me, did she call you this morning and tell you about Benning?”


    “No. The first I heard of it was Alvin's message. Who could believe that bastard's loose again?”


    I must have had a look on my face.


    “Come on, Camilla, don't start feeling guilty.”


    “I don't know. If I'd done a better job on the brief to the Parole Board last spring, he wouldn't have been paroled and attacked his wife, and we wouldn't have this whole situation.”


    “Get over it. Remember? You were caught up in a murder investigation. Benning's nothing but trouble and always has been. It's not you. It's not her. It's not the wife. It's him. Plain and simple.”


    I gasped, less from self-insight than from the SUV spinning toward the canal as we made an illegal U-turn and didn't quite connect with the road.


    “Don't be so jumpy,” Elaine said. “This guy's making you nuts.”


    “Of course he is.” The little pine-tree deodorizers danced with each swerve Elaine made.


    “But Merv will be a match for him.”


    “I guess so.”


    “I know so. Who'd argue with him? Didn't you tell me once he had special training when he was doing security stuff?”


    “But he's nearly fifty years old, with a wonky gall bladder that acts up when he's under stress.”


    “So what? Wasn't he a bodyguard for the Prime Minister?”


    “That was then. This is now.”


    “You don't lose that kind of training. Lindsay's in safe hands with Merv. Anyway, the police will pick Benning up any minute. Okay, we need to rescue Alvin.” She gunned the engine as we skidded along.


    “Let me use your phone. I want to leave another message for P. J. just in case…”


    “No problem.”


    “Thanks, Elaine.”


    “What's to thank? After all, you've helped me plenty.”


    I gasped again as the SUV veered intimately close to the side of the road. “I have? Like what?”


    “Like working on our sculpture.”


    “What sculpture?”


    Elaine applied the brakes, sending us into a one hundred and eighty-degree spin. I shrieked. I believe the driver in the oncoming lane did too.


    I was still jumpy a minute later.


    “Don't carry on so much,” Elaine said. “You shouldn't say ‘what sculpture’ if you don't want a reaction.”


    This definitely wasn't the right time to tell Elaine I had no idea what sculpture. “You're right,” I said. “It's too important.”


    “It is.”


    “So, do you have a plan?” This was a safe bet because Elaine always had a plan.


    “Natch,” she said.


    “Of course. Watch out for the salt truck!” Merging onto the Queensway with Elaine is not something I ever want to repeat. Thank God, we were just one exit away from the Vanier parkway.


    “You're not the easiest person to drive with, Camilla. You know that? It's your tendency toward theatricality.”


    “No doubt you're right.” I pulled myself up from where I'd slid under my seat belt. “And so the plan for the sculpture hasn't changed?”


    “No. Why should it?”


    Why I was so worried? After all, how much of a problem could a sculpture be? A bit of art. A spin to Montreal to some retrospective at the musée? No big deal. Especially if I drove. Alvin's collision with the wrought-iron gates of Rideau Hall meant my car was out of commission, but I could rent. Problem solved. I felt flooded with relief, in part because we were already off the Queensway.


    “Camilla? Are you listening? Why should it?”


    “No reason. Just asking. Elaine. Red light. Red light! Oh, well.”


    “Hey, you don't like it when I slam on the brakes, so you'll have to control yourself if we're in an advanced yellow light stage when we reach an intersection. Okay?”


    If we hadn't immediately accelerated to seventy, I would have removed myself from the SUV at this point and finished the conversation by phone.


    “Okay?” Elaine is not one to give up.


    “I'll try to control myself if you try to stop for red lights.”


    “You never let go, do you? So anyway, for the sculpture, tonight's the night.”


    “Great.”


    “I hope it warms up a bit,” she said.


    “Well, what difference does it make?”


    She gave me a bit of a strange look.


    “Please keep your eyes on the road.” I watched as a pedestrian dove into a snowbank.


    “We'll meet in Confederation Square.”


    “What?”


    “We'll meet in Confederation Square at seven, I guess.”


    “Call me crazy, but given the winterness of it all, why don't we meet inside?”


    “Why would we meet inside?”


    “Because it will be cold outside?”


    “And where will we build the sculpture?”


    Almost blew my cover. “Oh, right.”


    “Exactly.”


    “Hmmm.”


    “Confederation Square, seven o'clock. Bring your own bucket.”


    I hardly noticed the rapid approach of the bus.


    
      * * *
    


    “Relax, we owe her big-time. She drove me here to pick you up and waited patiently for the cops to finish with you, hours might I add. Plus she made a few effective phone calls on your behalf, or you might have been spending the night. Aren't you happy to get out of here?” I said as I accompanied Alvin through the foyer of the Leomont Building under the watchful eye of security.


    “What? Are you deranged? It doesn't matter whether I'm happy, I won't do it.” Alvin's ponytail flipped in protest.


    “Alvin, let's settle this here. I don't want to argue in front of Elaine, who is doing you a favour. I thought you liked her.”


    “I do like her, but this has been a crappy day for me, and I'm not going to spend the night in the park.”


    “No buts, Alvin.”


    “Plenty of buts. I have been grilled by the Gestapo. My name will be on file forever. If I drop a candy wrapper on the street, I'll probably serve hard time. Of course, my name was already on file with the Ottawa police. Let's see. Why would that be? Oh yes, that was a result of another one of your great ideas, Camilla. So, I think I've done enough for you and Justice for Victims today. And if Lindsay's safe, I want to relax. I don't need to work overtime.”


    “You do now.”


    “It's bad enough I'm still out in public in your clothes. Here, take your stupid hat back. All I want to is to go home and forget all about today.” His pointed nose was aimed at the ceiling, always a bad sign. “And what's more, you had no business telling Elaine I would help out with this project.”


    I couldn't tell Alvin I had no recollection of volunteering either of us to work on an ice sculpture for Winterlude. None. It was hard to explain, but Elaine can have that effect. “Lighten up, Alvin, it should be a lot of fun.”


    “If it's so much fun, don't let me deprive you of any of it.”


    “Listen, Alvin…”


    “The last time I listened to you I had my nose mashed against the gate at 24 Sussex. Then I met two large Mounties with small brains and big guns. I don't think I'll listen again. Thanks anyway.”


    I decided it was better not to mention that Alvin's copious nosebleed after the accident had spelled the end of my parka. “Wait a minute. I thought you wanted to help Lindsay.”


    “I did want to help Lindsay. But I'm not sure how much it helped her to toss me to the wolves.”


    “I'm sure Lindsay will appreciate what you did. It was your way to combat Benning. And that's what this ice sculpture event is all about. You have to admit it's a worthwhile cause. Women Against Violence Everywhere plans to raise awareness of issues of domestic violence with it.”


    “Raise this.” Alvin lifted his skinny middle finger.

  


  
    Seven


    It was pushing five thirty and dark again when Elaine dropped me at my apartment building. My lousy mood was compounded by the fact that Elaine and Alvin had sulked all the way to Alvin's place. But that was small potatoes compared to the fact that Ralph Benning remained on the loose.


    Since I hadn't eaten all day, my plan was to snatch a bite, take a quick bath, then toss a few essentials into a suitcase. With Benning still at large, Merv and I would take shifts on alert throughout the night at Lindsay's. I didn't see how Benning could get past the police guard, but if he was going to make an attempt, he'd almost certainly do it in the dead of night. Having to do guard duty at Lindsay's relieved me of ice sculpture commitments, but it would take more than that to let me relax.


    I skulked into the elevator and headed for the sixteenth floor.


    Some people you don't want to run into after a hellish day. My neighbour, Mrs. Parnell, is at the top of the list. Mrs. Parnell had not learned to mind her own business in the first seventy-seven years of her life, and I didn't have much hope she'd start now. I barreled down the long hallway with my head down. I smelled the smoke before I spotted the glowing tip of her cigarette.


    “Ah, Ms. MacPhee.” Mrs. Parnell leaned forward on her walker. “What an outfit. I must say, you look even less fashionable than usual. Still, it is nice to see you.”


    “Nothing is nice,” I said.


    A waft of Benson and Hedges smoke tickled my nose. “Can't be that bad, Ms. MacPhee.” You can always count on Mrs. Parnell to take the opposite point of view.


    “Can be and is.” My frozen toes contributed to the bitchy tone in my voice. As did the news that the damage to my car would be at least two thousand dollars. Plus, my insurance company thought driving into metal gates to avoid death constituted “at fault” on Alvin's part. And I'd been indiscreet when a newswire reporter caught me on the cellphone in a weak moment on the way home. I did not want to socialize.


    But avoiding Mrs. Parnell was one of those camel through the eye of a needle situations. If I hadn't owed my life to the woman, I would have told her to go to hell on the spot.


    “Nothing a taste of sherry wouldn't fix,” she said evilly.


    I know when I'm licked. Bite the bullet, get it over with. If I didn't want to feel Mrs. Parnell's stainless-steel eyes trained on my door for the rest of the evening, I'd have to have a sherry with her and fill her in.


    “Sure. Let me ditch these frozen boots, and I'll be right over.”


    I hobbled into my apartment, peeled off my outer layers and slipped my numb feet out of the boots. Mrs. Parnell's little calico cat followed me. I bent over to give her a stroke. This was one night it would have been nice to come home to a cozy, warm, well-furnished home with curtains on the windows and food in the fridge. But you can't have it all. Mrs. Parnell's calico was sure glad to see me. I'd given the calico to Mrs. Parnell as a demonstration of gratitude, but due to some outstanding issues, I generally fed the cat and offered her a place to sleep on my bed. She spent her days in my apartment and didn't even seem to hold a grudge after I took her to be fixed.


    Five minutes later, I pushed open the door to 1608, and Mrs. Parnell's peach-faced love birds shrieked in alarm. I limped over to the capacious leather lounger and sank into it. Might as well have the best seat in the house. I curled up and rubbed my toes. Mrs. Parnell's apartment is furnished in leather, brushed chrome, glass, serious stereo components and, most recently, state-of-the-art computer equipment. It might not be cosy, but the seats are damned comfortable, and I prefer that to doilies and Royal Doulton.


    The birds continued shrieking.


    “You'd think they'd get used to the puddy tat after eight months,” I said.


    “Lester and Pierre don't mind the cat. Although they find you quite undesirable.”


    “Well, they have lots of company.”


    She seated herself on her black leather sofa and splashed a healthy dose of Harvey's Bristol Cream into a pair of Waterford crystal sherry glasses. The cat hopped up on the glass coffee table and made herself comfortable on Mrs. P.'s open copy of The War Memoirs of David Lloyd George, Vol. II.


    “Here's what the doctor ordered.” Mrs. P. handed me my drink.


    “Right. This your largest glass? I think I need to soak my frozen toes in it.”


    “Sherry's the best medicine for cold feet. Learned that in the trenches. The radio reported Ralph Benning was on the lam.”


    “Yes.”


    “Thought so. That why you're such a sour puss?” Mrs. Parnell does not have a long pointed nose for nothing.


    “You got it.”


    “So what is the report, Ms. MacPhee?”


    “Not sure what I could tell you, Mrs. Parnell, that you wouldn't have picked up on the radio.”


    “Radio's fine as far as it goes, but it doesn't give you all the background information.” Not enough to keep Mrs. Parnell going. “This Benning, wasn't he the fellow you worked to keep behind bars last spring?”


    I nodded. “Unsuccessfully.”


    Mrs. Parnell drained her glass with a flourish and refilled it.


    I covered mine in time to prevent a serious overflow. She leaned forward. “Still no sign of him?”


    “Right.”


    “They say the police have deployed a tactical team.”


    “They did. Because one of their officers was injured. Much more important than some pesky woman being beat up.”


    “You made the same point in your radio interview. You had a spendid sound bite on the five o'clock news. Won't win you any allies on the police force.”


    She was right. One of the established ways to ensure the cooperation of agencies is not to trash them as soon as someone thrusts a mike at you. It's one of those life lessons I've never mastered.


    “Glorious ineptitude,” Mrs. Parnell wheezed. “Nevertheless, it is a very serious matter. What is going on behind the scenes?”


    “They're tight with information in order not to alert Benning. Elaine Ekstein made sure of it. According to my sister's fiancé…”


    “Ah yes, the delightful Sgt. Conn McCracken.”


    “I believe you described him as a Labrador retriever at one time, Mrs. P. Anyway, I'm told they have a heavy guard on Rina Benning. The police are also watching Lindsay Grace's place.”


    “Lindsay Grace? Oh yes, she was your client who testified against him. Smart and beautiful and yet somehow extremely unwise.”


    “Which reminds me, may I use your phone? I want to call her, and it's occurred to me Benning could tap into my phone or cell.”


    “Paranoia, Ms. MacPhee.”


    “Just because I'm paranoid doesn't mean they're not out to get me.”


    “Words to live by. Top up your sherry?”


    “Thanks, but I need to be ready to head back soon.”


    I dialed Lindsay's number and reached Merv.


    “She's sleeping again,” Merv whispered. “She heard an unsettling report on the news and she had to take another sedative.”


    “Oh, boy.”


    “They sure made a big deal about how Benning chased Alvin and Alvin crashed into the PM's gates. They've found a stolen car abandoned in a park, and they think that's the one Benning was driving. They figure he got away on foot. The radio made it sound like no one in town is safe.”


    “Not far from the truth.”


    “The little lady here has guts though.”


    “Don't I know it.” I remembered Lindsay's testimony at Benning's trial. “Cops still in sight?”


    “Yeah.”


    “Great.” I wished I felt confident a trio of officers would be enough. “I have my cellphone back, so will you call me on it if anything strange happens? Or if you need help?”


    “Sure. But I think it's fine. I'm on the alert.”


    “I know, but I can hop in a cab and be over in fifteen minutes. Twenty tops, if you want to sleep. Or need a change of scenery.”


    “You know what they say, Camilla. You can sleep all you want when you're dead.”


    I shivered. “Try not to be dead, Merv.”


    “Who was that?” Mrs. Parnell was never one to disguise her interest in the affairs of others.


    “Merv. Looks like he's in love again.”


    She leaped to her feet. “I approve. Let us make a toast to love!”


    “Count me out. I have no desire to encourage love, Mrs. P.”


    
      * * *
    


    Back in my apartment, I snatched the last edible piece of cheddar from the fridge and swallowed it in two bites. I made a phone call to P. J. on general principles. This time I suggested I might have valuable tips for him. Not that I planned to let any information slip. I didn't have a twinge of guilt. He'd have done the same to me. I ditched the rest of the clothes, slipped into my old flannel housecoat and turned on the bath. I tossed in one of the fragrant bath bombs Alexa had given me for Christmas and stroked the calico cat. But first I felt the need to apologize. “Sorry I haven't had much time for you, but it's not like you don't have a loving home with Mrs. P. and the boys.” The cat's tail twitched.


    Three minutes later, I sank into the warm water and sniffed watermelon-scented air. The calico paraded along the edge of the tub. I thought about Lindsay. I told myself she was well protected. The police were watching, Merv was fussing.


    Before I could unkink, the pounding started. I flung my housecoat on my sudsy body and raced down the hall. A sudden looming shape took my breath away. Someone had broken into my apartment. I grabbed a dining chair and raised it to fight off the intruder. Until I recognized her.


    “Mrs. Parnell,” I yelled, “what are you doing here?” She was white as the front of a windshield. “You told me you no longer had a key to this apartment. You assured me you would stop doing this. I'm entitled to privacy, and it's time you learned to respect it.”


    “No choice, Ms. MacPhee. You didn't answer your phone.”


    The water must have drowned the ring. “I was in the bath.”


    “Nevertheless, you must hear about this. They've interrupting regular programming…”


    “It's Benning, isn't it?” My knees felt deboned. I leaned over and steadied myself on Mrs. Parnell's walker.


    “Yes.”


    “Has he found Lindsay?”


    “He slipped past the police guard and kidnapped his wife.”


    “Oh, no.”


    “They don't know yet where the wife is, as far as I can tell.”


    
      * * *
    


    “Yeah, yeah. I heard.” Merv couldn't keep the tension from his voice.


    “Are the cops still around?”


    “Of course they are.”


    “I'm just making sure. How many?”


    “Still three.”


    “No one can figure out how he sneaked past the police guard to snatch his wife.”


    “Holy shit. It's like the bastard can walk through walls.”


    “Told you so. I'm on my way. The more people in the house, the less chance he can get Lindsay.”


    I hung up and collided with Mrs. Parnell's walker.


    “When do we leave?” she said.


    “We do not leave at all. I leave on the double.”


    “I am magnificent in an emergency. As I think you know, Ms. MacPhee.” She likes to play that card.


    “True enough. But this isn't your kind of emergency, Mrs. P. It will be a long night of waiting.”


    “I'm nearly seventy-eight years old. Do you think I don't know about waiting?”


    “I'm sure you do.”


    “These ears are sharp. I hope you don't think they're for decoration.” Mrs. Parnell's ears and the word decoration do not even belong in the same sentence.


    “Absolutely not.”


    “And, consider this, I have a perfectly serviceable vehicle available in our own parking garage which is more than we can say for you. Plus I have a pair of Sorel boots, lined, waterproof, never been worn, which I will give you in return for a piece of the action.”


    I put up a token argument. “If he does show up, it could get dangerous. Who knows what could happen to you.”


    “You forget, Ms. MacPhee, that I'm dying.”


    “What?”


    “Of boredom. Let's hit the road.”


    
      * * *
    


    Thirty minutes later, Mrs. Parnell and I pulled up outside Lindsay's place on Echo Drive. Mrs. Parnell's perfectly serviceable vehicle shuddered to a halt. The unmarked cop car still idled across the street.


    By the time I had hoisted the walker from the back seat, an officer had ambled over to greet us. Nice as pie, his hand on his holster. The other officer was also out of the cruiser. Maybe they needed a stretch. Maybe they thought we looked suspicious. Maybe it had been a while since they'd seen a 1975 Ford LTD.


    Mrs. Parnell clutched her two metal-pronged back-up canes. She opened her mouth to speak.


    “Don't be a smartass,” I told her. “Evening,” I nodded to the cop. I recognized him from court.


    He, on the other hand, did not recognize me.


    It took longer to talk our way into Lindsay's town house than to cross town. In part this was because I was dressed in Mrs. Parnell's thirty-year old beaver coat with the matching hat. I looked like her evil twin, although I did think the neon yellow laces and trim on the Sorels were a nice contemporary touch. Both cops squinted at my picture ID for long enough to make a point.


    I was glad of the Sorels, because we stood and waited while the officer poked through our overnight cases, sniffed Mrs. Parnell's bottle of Harvey's Bristol Cream, inspected the walker for hidden hazards, and checked out Mrs. Parnell's ID. Then he put me on the phone with my brother-in-law-to-be, Conn McCracken, to make extra sure. I even had to hand the phone to Mrs. Parnell so Conn could confirm her identity.


    “Resist the urge to be cute,” I told Conn as I handed the receiver back to the officer. “It's cold out here.”


    It took long enough, but we passed the test and scurried through the door. Merv seemed almost glad to see us, although I wouldn't want to stretch it. He settled Mrs. Parnell into an oversized armchair with a glass of sherry and her David Lloyd George biography. I perched on the ottoman. He continued to pace, long legs stretching out over the distance from kitchen to living room, living room to kitchen. Lindsay didn't even lift her head off the sofa. She lay with her eyes closed, her hair cascading over one of the large cushions.


    “I think it's hitting her. He's holding Rina and is totally out of control,” Merv said.


    We all went quiet. I think Rina's situation was sinking in with everyone.


    “I thought he didn't know where this young lady lived,” Mrs. Parnell said after a while. “And that is why we took my car and why Ms. MacPhee wore some of my outerwear. To throw him off the scent in case he was tracking her.”


    Merv met my eyes. The police had placed a heavy guard around Rina too. We both knew Benning would be after Lindsay regardless. Just a matter of time. Question was, would he find her before the police found him? And would we be able to stop him?


    
      * * *
    


    The doorbell pealed, loud and musical. Merv snapped to attention. Mrs. Parnell struggled to her feet. Lindsay lifted her head from the sofa. We gawked in the direction of the front door. I ran behind Merv to the foyer.


    “You guard the back door in case he tries to distract us and kick his way in,” Merv said.


    I thought I heard a small cry from Lindsay. I would have chewed Merv out, but he'd heard the cry too, and he was chewing himself out.


    “I'll watch the rear door.” Mrs. Parnell was already lurching toward the back of the house, moving her walker menacingly.


    The doorbell rang again. I don't think anyone in the room had even exhaled at this point.


    “Who is it?” Merv pressed the button on the intercom. He didn't sound his tough old Mountie self. Lindsay was weeping softly in the background.


    “It's me. Alvin.”


    “Alvin?” I said.


    “That's right, it's Alvin”


    “No need to be peevish.”


    “Well, what part of ‘Alvin' don't you understand, Camilla?”


    “Be civil.”


    “I'll be civil when I get inside.”


    “Well, you'd better try before. By the way, it's nice and warm in here.”


    “I never complain about the cold. You know I like this weather. It's the company I don't care for.” At least I think that's what he said. It was hard to tell with his teeth chattering.


    “Okay, let him in, Merv.”


    “How do we know the little peckerhead's alone?”


    “What?”


    “Benning could be right behind him, using him as a ploy to push his way in.”


    I thought I heard another gasp from the sofa.


    “Nevertheless, I'm ready for him if he does.” Mrs. Parnell had made her way back from the back door.


    Lindsay raised her head from the cushion. “Press the button on the airphone and you can see who's outside.” Sure enough, the small screen showed Alvin. Next to him stood one of the officers from the unmarked car. Behind him, a cab idled.


    It took a while for Merv to bite the bullet and open the door. Alvin's image was cool rather than cold. The tip of his nose looked frostbitten, which was too bad since Alvin was no beauty to begin with.


    “It's okay,” I called to the officer. “He works for me. Although not very hard.”


    “Hello, Lindsay.” Alvin made his icy way into the living room. I was glad I wasn't the one with nine visible earrings and a metal eyebrow ring. No doubt even Alvin's belly button chain was frozen to his skin.


    Lindsay managed to smile at him. I put it down to the parrots on his shirt.


    
      * * *
    


    “Listen,” I said into my chirping cellphone, “this is not a good time.” I could feel everyone's eyes as I tried to disengage Alexa from her theme: my need to pick out a bridesmaid's dress. “I'll go into the kitchen for this. Since it's hard to hold a private conversation here”


    Alexa continued to squeak.


    “Hold that thought,” I said into the phone. “I'll head to the other room so I don't interrupt any of the fascinating conversations in here. Hold your horses, and I'll be right with you.”


    Two minutes later, I was holed up in the kitchen with a fresh cup of coffee and a grip on myself. I tried to think about what made my sister tick so I could use the information to get her off my back.


    “Alexa. I know this wedding thing is important to you.”


    Squawk.


    “As it would be to anybody. Of course…” I took a deep breath. You can try to beat my family or you can join them. But it's a hell of a lot easier to join them, because to the best of my knowledge they've never been beaten. I'll take my chances with politicians and defence lawyers. “What? No. I do not intend to demean the ceremony and all it stands for…what an idea…Well, Alexa, that's a lot to read into someone's reaction to shopping for a dress.”


    This could be dangerous. In an unguarded moment, I might reveal to Alexa where I was and why. Ten minutes later my nearest and dearest would pile into the townhouse to help by bossing everyone around. We already had enough bosses, and I didn't want my sisters interfering with the tricky business of keeping Lindsay safe.


    “Fine, I will put my money where my mouth is…Sure, I'll make a commitment to shop for the dress. Okay, okay, it doesn't have to be neutral. Yes, I understand black is out of the question. I'll do it…Yes, I know the ceremony's only two weeks away. Yes, I promise…No, not tonight. I'm tied up for the next little while.”


    Who knew how long it might be before Benning's rampage would end?


    “I can't help it. I'll shop with you on Saturday, and we'll find a dress you approve of.” Saturday had to be a safe bet. No way Benning could evade the entire focus of the Ottawa police much longer.


    “Oh, it is not too late, Alexa. Be serious. That's more than a week before the ceremony. No, that's the absolute earliest. Well, I can't help it. Previous commitments. Yes, I realize being a bridesmaid is a commitment…No, I do not have any reason to want to ruin the ceremony for you. None at all…Alexa, you are out of control. What is it with you? The way you carry on, all this stress and anxiety, perhaps you don't want to go on with this wedding. Could that be it? Second thoughts? Cold feet? Alexa? Alexa?”


    
      * * *
    


    I returned to the living room to face a weird tableau. They might have been cast in bronze, statues in a public plaza. Merv stayed in a half crouch, Alvin's mouth hung open wide enough to reveal fillings. Mrs. P. leaned against her walker. I could smell the spilt sherry from her overturned glass. No one moved to wipe it from the pale hardwood floor. The sole sound was the local weather news from the radio.


    “What is it? What happened.”


    No one spoke.


    “Will somebody tell me what the hell's going on here?”


    “They found her body.” Alvin dropped his voice.


    “Whose body?”


    “Holy shit, keep your voice down,” Merv said. “Lindsay will hear.” Lindsay lay motionless on the sofa, covered with a mohair throw.


    “You're the one yelling, Merv.”


    “Settle down, troops,” Mrs. Parnell whispered. “There was a news bulletin, Camilla. The body of a woman has been dumped in a snowbank off one of the side roads west of Kanata.”


    Alvin whispered, “Benning's wife.”

  


  
    Eight


    “They gave her name on the radio? Before notifying her family?” I couldn't believe it.


    Mrs. Parnell nodded. “Someone who was being interviewed blurted it out. Must have been traumatic finding her. She'd been beaten.”


    From the sofa, Lindsay murmured, “What happened?”


    Merv and Alvin broke out of their statue routine. Merv loped over and sat by her side. He picked up her small white hand. “It's okay,” he said.


    “Is it Ralph?” She rubbed her eyes with her free hand.


    “Yes,” I said.


    Merv gave me a warning look. “No.”


    Alvin dug an elbow in my ribs. Even Mrs. Parnell shook her head. What was this dopiness? Why would we keep this information from Lindsay?


    “Please, what is it?” Lindsay sat up, small and shaky.


    Merv said, “Nothing. And nothing will happen to you while I'm alive to prevent it.”


    From Lindsay's other side, Alvin slid onto the sofa. “Goes double for me.”


    Lindsay appeared not to have heard them. She leaned forward, head in her hands. “It is Ralph, isn't it? No one can stop him.”


    “I can stop him,” said Merv.


    “Me, too,” said Alvin.


    Lindsay was right, even if she didn't have all the facts yet. I knew it even if those two bozos didn't. Time to set the record straight here. I opened my mouth. Mrs. Parnell motioned me to step aside.


    “In a minute,” I said.


    “It's important.” She gripped her walker and headed for the kitchen.


    Fine. I followed her.


    “Wait until the right time to tell her,” she said, when we were out of earshot. “She's a bit shell-shocked. We're not all suitable for life in the trenches.”


    “Oh, come on. She's not a child. She has a right to know. Do you think she won't hear it on the news? She's shown courage. What's wrong with you people?”


    “Not everyone is like you, Ms. MacPhee.”


    “Maybe not, but she's an intelligent woman, and she…”


    “Let us be circumspect.”


    “Mrs. Parnell, I expect you to be sensible. What is gained by not telling her?”


    “She's traumatized. You should wait until she's had a chance to let those pills take effect. I recognize the situation is serious. Nevertheless, we have to be gentle if we want her to get over this.”


    “Listen, she's the one whose life is in danger. And she's already doped to the ears.”


    “The police are bound to catch up with him after this. But in the meantime, even if he shows up, she's safe with us here.”


    “I hope to hell we're up to the task.”


    Mrs. Parnell straightened up smartly. “Up to it? This will be our finest hour.”


    Maybe. I'd already found out the hard way I can fend off a murderer. Mrs. P. was equal to any emergency, although you'd never guess it. Merv had the security training. He and Alvin were prepared to lay down their lives for Lindsay if they had to.


    On the other hand, how many officers were searching for Ralph Benning and had failed? How had he managed to evade them? I hoped Mrs. P. was right. I couldn't let myself think about Rina Benning's last moments. We would mourn her once Lindsay was safe.


    Until Benning made his next move, there didn't seem to be a goddam thing we could do.


    
      * * *
    


    I swallowed my pride and put in another call to my brother-in-law to be. Not that he answered or that anyone in her right mind would expect him to during this emergency. But I can't stand sitting around.


    I stalked through the house. Up to the second floor and then down. Opened every door. Tried each window. Stepped out on both balconies. Stretched my neck into the attic crawl space. Crawled under the beds. Snooped around the walk-in clothes cupboards. Reached behind the coats and the out-of-season wardrobe. Stuck my nose past the shower curtain. Poked around in the front entrance closet, behind Lindsay's fur coat and ski gear. Peered in behind suitcases and packing boxes in the basement. Checked inside the movers' boxes still stacked three high. Inspected the gas furnace. Merv had done pretty much the same thing a couple of hours earlier.


    The two musketeers were still huddled around Lindsay when I arrived back in the living room. Mrs. Parnell hulked in her chair looking vigilant and more than a little dangerous.


    I cleaned up the spilled sherry. Then I slipped on my Sorels and the beaver coat, pulled on the hat and stuck my nose out the door. The cruiser was still parked in front of the building.


    “Keep an eye on me,” I said to Mrs. Parnell.


    Once she'd lurched across the room, I stepped through the door. I stood on the front steps and scanned the street. Intermittent traffic inched along the smooth curve of Colonel By Drive. Across the road, a lone jogger, face covered by a balaclava, puffed along the canal footpath. From the vantage point of the steps, I could see small packs of resolute skaters glide along the ice of the canal, scarves fluttering. No need to worry this year about melting ice or rain. Just the clink of falling fingers and noses. You don't have to be crazy to live in Ottawa in the winter, but it helps.


    We had a new police shift parked in front of the house. The driver looked vaguely familiar. The two officers watched the jogger head around the bend and under the Queensway. They probably figured a jogger, wearing black, could get real close to Lindsay's place in the dark. And all joggers look alike. When the runner puffed out of sight, one of the cops turned to watch the skaters and the other scanned the condo front and sides. He spotted me, looking nothing short of dangerous in my get-up. He climbed out of the cruiser and placed his hand near his holster. Oh good, my tax dollars hard at work yet again.


    Still, was it enough?


    “Heard the news?” I asked. The other officer was female, although it was hard to tell with her police-issue winter hat. At least she didn't have the fur flap down, Fargo-style. She was sipping Tim Hortons coffee, the cup held in her leather-gloved hands. The two of them exchanged glances.


    “What's he got to lose?” I said.


    “Do I know you?” The driver squinted at me.


    “Camilla MacPhee. Justice for Victims, Constable James. And you know damn well who I am and why I'm here.”


    I'd seen him in court often enough, and he had an easy name to remember.


    “Oh right. I heard you were here.”


    I just smiled. Even if the Ottawa force hadn't sent Mr. Congeniality, I was glad they'd sent two officers, and they were awake and suspicious. Suspicious was just what we needed.


    I was suspicious too. Not to mention worried about just how secure Lindsay's building really was. If Ralph Benning had nothing to lose before, now he had less than nothing. Getting shot by the cops was the best he could hope for. If the laws of physics permitted it, Benning would do it.


    So did the laws of physics permit Benning to get into Lindsay's house? Only one way to find out. “You want to let the guy in the back know I'm coming around to check things out?” No point in getting shot myself.


    Lindsay's place was an end unit. Pricey, an extra wall of windows with a panoramic view down the frozen canal. Glamorous. Security was well thought out. Floodlights eliminated most shadows. I pussyfooted along the side of the unit, feeling the eyes of the two officers on me. Motion detectors picked up my movements, and more lights flicked on. A shadowy Mrs. Parnell dogged my footsteps from window to window. I nodded. She waved her Benson and Hedges.


    The back was an open courtyard with visitor parking. I peered under the small deck at Lindsay's utility entrance, but it was a pro forma exercise. I couldn't imagine Benning holed up on the petrified ground letting himself freeze to death. Although one could always hope.


    In the back of the condo, I crunched in the snow, which was near the top of my Sorels. In the dark kitchen window, the tip of Mrs. Parnell's cigarette glowed.


    If it hadn't been for the fog of breath on the window, I might not even have spotted the officer in the unmarked car, out of view. He'd spotted me though. I ambled over to the driver's side. He opened the window. I was glad the police were covering the house so well, even if he didn't look pleased to see me.


    “Did you hear Benning killed his wife?” I said.


    He nodded.


    “We don't want another tragedy. You tracking the cars coming in and out? You have to inform us if you see anything suspicious. Here's a cell number.” I gave him Merv's.


    “I think you're suspicious.” He wrinkled his nose. Might have been from residual mothballs on the beaver coat.


    “Funny.” I turned and headed back. I stopped at the cruiser out front first.


    “Can I do something else for you?” Officer James asked.


    “Sure, you can make sure we all stay off the major media by keeping my client alive.” You can always tell when people bite their tongues. “Let's not forget Benning slipped past a bunch of your boys at his wife's place.”


    The faces hardened.


    “He has the same grudge against Lindsay Grace,” I said. “Make sure you keep her alive.”


    “We have round-the-clock surveillance. We know what he's capable of. He shot an officer, remember? We want him just as badly as you do.”


    “What about the roof? How do you know he won't come across the roof, rappel down the side or back of the house and cut his way into one of the windows? Or cut a hole through the roof itself?”


    Their eyes met again. I thought the second officer mouthed the word “crackpot.”


    “Trust me,” I said, “Nothing's too farfetched in this case.”


    “We're on the job here. You head back inside and let us do it.”


    “Make sure you're up to it. One woman dead in a day is more than enough. You people didn't keep him away from her.” I figured making them mad would keep their adrenaline up nicely, make them more alert.


    The driver blurted, “She gave them the slip.” His colleague's coffee slopped as she reached over to touch his arm. A gentle way of saying, shut up you fool.


    If I'd had coffee, I would have slopped it too. “She gave them the slip? No way she would have wanted to elude her police protection. I don't believe it.”


    The woman officer spoke as she mopped up her coffee. “Believe what you want. If you want news updates, turn on your radio. That's not our job.” She reached over and the window slid up.


    I stomped back to the condo, trying to imagine why Rina Benning would flee from safety straight into the arms of death.


    
      * * *
    


    Mrs. Parnell was the only person in the motley crew guarding Lindsay who made any sense. I had to admire her. But even so, by eight-thirty that evening I was tired of her company. There's a limited amount of time you want to spend in someone else's kitchen while your neighbour expounds on her hobby, the allied leaders of World War II.


    On the other hand, Churchill and Rommel were fascinating compared to Alvin and Merv, still fawning over Lindsay in the living room. I did my damnedest to tune out their voices. At least I didn't have to listen to their stomachs growl as the traditional meal hour came and went. I'd already checked Lindsay's cupboards, fridge and freezer. Except for the quality coffee, they were enough to give empty a good name. Unless you counted the two slices of bread still left in the bag and the pat of butter on a pretty plate on the dairy shelf. Under the circumstances, take-out seemed ill advised. It seemed wiser to get some food into the house, to keep up Lindsay's strength.


    I felt a moment's twinge about having gotten my sisters in such a snit. Otherwise I might have been able to call one of them to bring over provisions without revealing why. Oh well. Mrs. Parnell never appeared to eat anyway. I resigned myself to a gurgling stomach until the morning arrived or Benning was captured. Perhaps we could arrange for the next shift of cops to bring us some doughnuts.


    In the meantime, Mrs. Parnell and I sat in the kitchen and busied ourselves trying to find out more about Rina Benning. With the portable TV relocated and a pair of radios set to different stations, we had been able to determine a body had indeed been found, apparently bludgeoned. Despite the early blurting of her name, we had no official confirmation. The police and the Coroner have procedures.


    The media are inventive at skirting procedures, but P. J. was still incommunicado. The evening dragged on. Mrs. Parnell found herself out of sherry. I found myself pacing.


    She checked every cupboard in the kitchen and came up empty. It seemed to make her critical. “You know your problem, Ms. MacPhee?”


    “I'm too polite?”


    “You are too driven. You have to learn to focus more and relax.”


    “Thanks.”


    “Focus is the first principle of effective surveillance.”


    Not for the first time, I gawked at her. The long, elderly body, the sharp nose, the startling ears, the perpetual cigarette, tip glowing. The wispy hair disappearing into a bun, the gnarled knuckles. “It is?”


    “Of course, Ms. MacPhee. Check any basic surveillance manual.” I didn't have a basic surveillance manual. And I was surprised to hear Mrs. Parnell did. Although it wasn't the strangest thing about her by a long shot.


    “You have a manual on surveillance?”


    “Covert operations. You could learn a lot from them, Ms. MacPhee. A bit of patience would do wonders for you.”


    “I don't have time for it.”


    “Blood, sweat and tears,” she said, “but no sherry. I will try the dining room. I think I saw a cabinet there. You keep your ears open for breaking news.”


    “You should stay put. If Benning shows up, we'd be better off cold sober.”


    “Speak for yourself. I am always ready to fight.”


    
      * * *
    


    “Right, Elaine.” I held Merv's cellphone away from my ear. “I'm glad it's going well. Yep. I'm sorry to miss out on that sculpture activity, and I'm glad you understand that this is where I have to be. Lindsay's safety has to take priority. I'm sure building an ice sculpture is a great way to solidify relationships. Really wish I could be with you, but I'll help WAVE some other time. And Alvin will too.” I ignored the look I got from him. “I know he was keen to take part in the ice sculpture contest. And as I said before, we would love to be with you, enjoying the outdoors, instead of cooped up here without a bite to eat.”


    Both Merv and Mrs. Parnell listened with amusement. I didn't appreciate the smirks. Elaine was the most single-minded, stubborn person I knew. Even worse than my sisters. Let them try to deal with her sometime, I thought.


    “In fact,” I added, “if you are looking for volunteers, next time, don't forget to ask Merv and Mrs. Parnell. They're both extremely good-humoured. Don't thank me. Stay in touch.”


    Merv's phone rang so quickly I thought it was Elaine again. P. J.'s voice was a relief.


    “Well, well, Clark Kent. Great to hear from you. At last.”


    “I'm short on time, Tiger. Whatcha got?”


    “Interesting stuff but first, tell me, what the hell is going on? We heard Rina Benning has been murdered. How could Benning get her?”


    “Don't have official confirmation yet on that, but it looks like she went out to meet him. Christ, can you believe that?” I could picture P. J. running his fingers through his wiry red curls.


    “Not even possible. I can't believe they'd let her go,” I said.


    “You and me both, but apparently she distracted the guard and drove off to meet him. So what's the scoop?”


    “It can't be true.”


    “It is. They found a message from him on her answering machine. He asked her to meet him in the usual place. Told her he loved her and he wouldn't hurt her and he had to see her before he died.”


    “Oh my God. And she actually went? Do they know where he is?”


    “They have no goddam idea. So what do you have for me?


    Where's Lindsay Grace hiding out?”


    “What? I can hardly hear you. The batteries must be running low on this thing.”


    “You mentioned you had some information. Hey, come on, Tiger.”


    “P. J.? Are you there? Hello? Hello? Damn it, Merv. It's time you bought a decent cellphone.”


    I hung up.


    
      * * *
    


    We had spent a long and jumpy evening irritating each other and listening to stomachs growl, when the doorbell sent us all skyward at nine forty-five. A couple of Alvin's earrings scratched the ceiling.


    “Lights out,” Mrs. Parnell yelled. “Hit the floor belly first and keep moving till you are in the trench.”


    I reached the front door before Merv and grabbed an umbrella for protection. I pressed the button on the airphone. Elaine Ekstein's cheerful voice came as a surprise.


    “Elaine?”


    “Holy moly, open up, the pizza's getting cold.”


    Elaine stood like Nanook of the North with a pile of boxes. Over her shoulder Officer James loomed, carrying a cardboard box. Behind him the cruiser idled, with the female officer in view.


    Elaine kicked off her furry boots. They careened across the marble entrance floor. The heel from the left one left a jaunty little scuffmark on the fresh taupe paint on the wall. “I decided to take the high road. The WAVE sculpture team seems to have everything under control. I decided you need me more than they do. Justice is well served. So I put my money where my mouth is and headed to the Colonnade.”


    “And not a moment too soon,” I said.


    “Pizza?” Merv took his eyes off Lindsay in the heat of the moment. The moment didn't last long. Merv resumed the lovesick schtick before you could say pepperoni and anchovies.


    “That's the best.” Alvin stood and flicked his ponytail in approval. It's always hard to tell when Alvin's excited, but the parrots on his shirt seemed to be engaged in some hula activity.


    Merv pressed his advantage and gave Lindsay a soothing stroke on the shoulder.


    “Elaine, you are now my favourite person,” I said, “because you have four boxes of pizza. Is one of them mushroom and bacon?”


    “For sure. I know your taste. If you can call it taste.”


    I decided she'd better be careful, or I'd have to mention she looked four feet wide in her lime-green quilted parka. But at least she wasn't wearing the faux leopard outfit.


    The officer followed Elaine into the condo.


    “Gotta take care of our boys and girls in blue.” Elaine headed for the kitchen. “Come on down gang. First, Lindsay, I'd like you to meet Constable James. He and his partner are watching the front of the building. Another officer's stationed in back. You're in good hands.”


    Lindsay's face said it all. She wanted to be in good hands. She wanted to believe three officers outside and five people inside would be enough to ward off Benning. But she couldn't quite believe it.


    I didn't believe it either. Rina Benning had been in good hands too, until she had voluntarily gone to meet her death. Now we had nothing to do but wait and hope the cops wouldn't screw up again. So for the moment, pizza was exactly what we needed to take our minds off Benning.


    The cardboard box held two thermoses of coffee. “That should do you.” Elaine flipped open the first top. “It's still hot, despite the ridiculous amount of time you kept me waiting outside.”


    “You can't be too careful in a pindown situation,” Mrs. Parnell said.


    “I hope that's not the bacon and mushroom you're sticking your hands in, Elaine,” I said.


    “How about Hawaiian?” Alvin positioned himself.


    “Your favourite.” Elaine flung open the second box, to reveal the lethal combination of ham and pineapple. Alvin's earrings twinkled.


    Would this little feast leave us in a more vulnerable position than before? But how could it? Still, the primitive part of my brain kept repeating, eat first, think later. I ate mine with my hands.


    Mrs. Parnell pronounced that the combination was splendid. Merv swooped in close enough to cut a delicate piece, which he placed on a plate. He added a knife and fork to the plate, folded one of the napkins into a crisp edged triangle and headed back to Lindsay on the sofa. You can count on too much pizza to help you get a grip on a tough situation.


    Five minutes later, Elaine took off her lime green coat. I slugged back a large mug of coffee and tried not to sulk when she snatched the entire thermos from me and handed it to Constable James.


    “Stop bitching, Camilla,” she said, opening the second thermos. “There's plenty to go around.” Constable James headed back to the cruisers with a couple of slices from each pizza for his colleagues. I caught his sneer.


    We all washed down the rest of the pizza with the remaining coffee and tried not to burp. Except for Lindsay, who sipped her coffee but left her little plate on her lap, the neat slice of pizza untouched.


    Elaine whispered in my ear. “I picked up some interesting rumours from one of the crown attorneys about how the bastard escaped.”


    “Really?”


    “Yes. It looks like he must have had an accomplice. You're right about one thing. They're convinced it was someone on the police force.”


    “So P. J.'s right after all.”


    When Merv's cellphone rang again, we all jumped. Conn McCracken. “We think we have him cornered. Thought you'd like to know. It should be over soon. Hang in. And while you're at it, do you think you could be a bit nicer to your sister?”


    As usual, he hung up before I could ask him what, when, where and how.


    “Great news,” I said. “That was the police. They think they have him. They expect to have him back in custody soon or…” I watched Lindsay's face for signs of emotion. I didn't suggest Benning would probably be killed. I knew she had loved him and perhaps still did. Just like Rina Benning. “I don't have any details.”


    “I'll get back to my post and monitor the situation.” Mrs. P. heaved herself to her feet and wobbled back to the kitchen.


    For once, everyone fell silent, until Lindsay began to talk. “He'll be killed.”


    No one else said a word.


    She was crying softly again. “I know you don't understand how easy it was to love him.”


    She had that right. I scanned the sympathetic faces. Merv squeezed Lindsay's hand. Okay. So everyone else understood how a highly educated, beautiful, accomplished, financially successful woman could hand over her self-respect and autonomy to a guy who belonged under a rock. Why did I have so much goddam trouble with the whole idea?


    Of course, my opinion was coloured because the only two men I'd ever fallen for were dead. And my sisters always told me any man in his right mind would walk a mile to avoid my black moods. I couldn't even imagine having an agreeable relationship with an attractive, presentable, engaging living man with ginger hair and a gap between his front teeth.


    “It's a syndrome, Lindsay,” Elaine said. “They have a technique, these creeps. They make you think you have the love affair of the century, then they gradually erode your self-esteem, they isolate you from your friends and colleagues, they play with your brain, they make you think everything wrong is all your fault. If you were better, smarter, cleaner, nicer, more something, they wouldn't have to hit you. That's how it works. Don't blame yourself.” There was something in Elaine's voice I'd never heard. Maybe I didn't know everything about her.


    “He told me no one ever loved him as much as I did,” Lindsay said. The napkin was in bits. “His life wasn't easy. He knew I would always love him.” She didn't say he was right. She didn't have to.


    Mrs. Parnell spoke from the kitchen door. “We cannot always choose whom we will love and how.”


    True enough.


    
      * * *
    


    Elaine cornered me in the kitchen where I was engaged in breaking up the pizza boxes and hunting for the recycling container. I needed to keep busy to stay awake. Despite the coffee and the large amount of pizza I had wolfed, I was feeling groggy.


    “Having a little trouble understanding Lindsay's situation?” Elaine said.


    “Why do you ask?”


    I don't know. Your expression maybe. Don't be too superior in this area, Camilla. It's easy for this to happen to any woman.”


    “I know.”


    “I don't think you do. You think it couldn't happen to you.”


    She was right, but damned if I wanted to admit it. “You're forgetting I run an agency for victims, Elaine.”


    “Not for a minute, Camilla. But you might ask yourself who you are to judge whether a person is a victim or not.”


    
      * * *
    


    I was worried about Mrs. Parnell's cat. Mrs. Parnell was worried about Lester and Pierre. Elaine was worried about potential disaster for the ice sculpture contest. Merv and Alvin were worried the other one would get in some extra shoulder pats. These were nice distractions from the real worry.


    Every creak in the building had us all on full alert. At thirty below, the ceiling joists can make some startling sounds. We had been leaping out of our chairs regularly, then looking around, feeling silly. When Conn McCracken's call came in at eleven fifteen, I felt a flood of relief. I wasn't alone. All eyes were on the phone. We needed to hear the word that Benning was secured and Lindsay was safe.


    “So,” I said, “is it over?”


    “Bad news, Camilla. The son of a bitch got away.”


    They were all looking at me when I hung up.


    “Lord thundering Jesus, Camilla, you're dead white,” Alvin said.


    “My dear Ms. MacPhee, you certainly are.”


    Merv looked up. “I've seen flour with better colour than that.”


    “What's wrong?” Elaine asked.


    Lindsay buried her head in her hands.


    
      * * *
    


    Okay, looking at the team guarding Lindsay, I would be the first to admit the whole thing was like a bad sitcom. Cast of quirky characters in high-tension situation unlikely to occur in real life. Half an hour of snappy dialogue and rigged up conflicts and then a nice neat resolution. Canned laughter and then cut to commercial. Then nothing to do but wait for next week's show.


    Except that in real life a little sitcom goes a long way. And no one was laughing.


    With the threat to Lindsay, it's hard to believe we were all dozy. I smothered a yawn. So did Elaine. Alvin didn't even bother smothering his. Merv let out a little snore. Mrs. Parnell's head jerked a tad. Lindsay was horizontal on the sofa, unmoving. The arm of the cream tunic sweater peeked from under the blanket Merv had placed gently over her.


    “Okay, listen up,” I said. “We can't let down our guard. That means staying awake.”


    “As a rule,” Mrs. Parnell said, “you take turns keeping watch.” Merv and Alvin turned their attention to her. “Since we are five,” she continued, “let us have two keep watch, and three sleep. Four hour shifts work best. Then three will be fresh at about three in the morning, when, if I were Benning, I'd be making my entrance.”


    “Right.” Exactly what he would do. But where did she get this stuff?


    “So,” I added, “who gets the first sleep shift?”


    Of course, Lindsay was actually already asleep, her cashmere arm covering her face. That's tranks for you.


    “You go first,” Merv said, without taking his eyes off Lindsay. “I don't need to sleep. That way there will be three of us at all times.


    “I don't actually sleep either,” Mrs. Parnell said. “Never close an eye in the average night.”


    “Me neither,” Alvin said.


    Elaine crossed her arms. “I certainly don't want to miss anything. I skipped the ice sculpture competition for this. I don't intend to snooze through it.”


    “Fine,” I said, “we'll all stay awake all night, the whole bunch of us. No one closes an eye.”


    That's the last thing I remembered.

  


  
    Nine


    I opened my eyes to see something black, vile and smelly It took a while to recognize Alvin's sock, still containing Alvin's foot. How many times had I heard Alvin say kiss my foot? But I'd never thought it would happen. I pushed the sock away. It banged, vigorously. Leave it to Alvin.


    But the noise came from somewhere else. Oh, the front door. Strange. Not my front door. Where was I? And why was I anywhere with Alvin's foot? It took a minute to recognize Lindsay's place.


    Lindsay's place, where I had apparently chosen to bunk down on the gleaming maple floor for a long winter's nap. Every bone in my body complained as I stumbled to my feet. To make matters worse, Alvin continued to snore. No wait, that wasn't Alvin. Merv, his face mashed up against the leg of the sofa, issued a thunderous largo roar. In a pleasant counterpoint, Elaine emitted high-pitched flutelike trills. She lay with her head under the end table.


    The banging continued. My heart thundered. Who was at the door? Would Benning have the nerve to knock? No way. He'd never make it past the cops. It must be the cops checking up on us. Bang. Bang.


    “Coming,” I bellowed.


    You'd have thought it would be loud enough to wake the others.


    Not so. Even Mrs. Violet “I never close an eye” Parnell continued to snooze intently, bent over in her chair at a forty-five degree angle, her head cushioned by the stainless steel handles of her walker.


    I was the only one awake but we were all there, as far as I could see.


    Everyone but Lindsay.


    
      * * *
    


    “I don't know,” I said to Conn McCracken, once he had stopped stomping, blowing on his hands and swearing.


    “What do you mean, you don't know?”


    McCracken, his ratty little partner, Leonard Momberquette, and their cold bulky coats crowded the front entrance. Someone had left a pair of leather boots where I could trip on them. I skidded on a muddy puddle marring the elegant marble tile. My head buzzed.


    “Just woke up. She must be here. Let me check upstairs. She's probably in the bathroom.”


    I started on the stairs, two at a time. McCracken thudded behind me. Images of injuries and death flooded my brain. I heard the sound of my own voice: “Oh God, we were all asleep. What if Benning got in?”


    As my foot hit the top stair, I lurched sideways into the banister when something rushed by me. Merv shot toward the closed door of Lindsay's bedroom. McCracken's voice boomed behind us, “Stop. Don't open that door.”


    Merv yanked the door open. I was glued to his heels as he exploded into the bedroom. We both stopped. I hardly noticed the pain in my foot as McCracken stepped on it.


    Lindsay lay on the bed, on top of the pewter silk spread, unmoving in the dim morning light. She glowed, pale as dust, her red sweater sleeve like a slash of blood. Her hand stretched out toward the window. Eyes closed. Merv flung himself at the bed. He sounded like he was strangling.


    I exhaled with relief. I knew she couldn't be dead. Benning would never leave her so undamaged. As I reached the bed and bent over, I saw her chest rise. She was breathing. Tears stung my eyes. She was all right.


    I whirled on Conn McCracken. “You scared the shit out of us.”


    “You ain't seen nothing yet,” came a voice from behind him. Leonard Mombourquette. The man we're all better off without.


    “Lennie,” McCracken said. I heard the warning whether or not Mombourquette did.


    Merv reached down and stroked Lindsay's limp hand. “Thank God, thank God.”


    I tuned into the racket coming from the staircase. Footsteps. Voices. Alvin led the second wave. He squinted without his glasses, his ponytail hung loose. “Is…?”


    Elaine appeared behind him, pink and panting, her wild red curls beyond all hope. She edged into the room, banging her hip on the edge of the dresser. “Is…?”


    A strange metallic thumping filled the air.


    “What the hell's that?” McCracken moved toward the door. “Lennie, get on it.”


    Mombourquette's hand shot towards his holster just as Mrs. Parnell lurched over the top stair clutching her metal cane for balance. “You better put your hand down, sonny,” she said, “before you get into trouble.”


    “For Christ's sake, Lennie,” McCracken said.


    Mrs. Parnell pushed past Mombourquette. “Is…?”


    “She's alive,” I scurried to the bed and insinuated myself around Merv, “and she hasn't been beaten. But no one could sleep through this, so something's not quite normal.” I bent over and tried her pulse. Slow but sure. I brushed against a small vial near a round cut-velvet pillow.


    “We'd better see if she's…” Merv reached for the vial.


    “Don't touch that, Merv,” I said.


    “Okay, everybody out.” McCracken pointed to the door as he called for medical assistance.


    Nobody moved.


    “Everybody out.”


    I could have told him it would take more than that to get this crowd to abandon ship.


    “Your problem. Stay here, people, if you want to get charged.” Mombourquette can always manage a sneer.


    But Mrs. Parnell can sneer with the best of them. “I shall not abandon my post for the likes of you, young man.”


    “This is not the time to get huffy, Mrs. P. We need to find out what happened here and see if Lindsay requires medical attention. I think she's okay, but it's better for her if you all wait downstairs.”


    Mombourquette likes to give the orders. He opened his mouth.


    “Keep in mind, it's best for Lindsay,” I told the crowd.


    “Get these people out of here, Camilla,” he said.


    I chose not to argue with him. I had my own reasons for wanting them out of the room.


    “She's probably fine. My guess is she took a couple of sleeping pills to get her through the night, and she's in a deep sleep. But we'd better find out. We won't do her any good here. She might even panic if she wakes up to a scene from Lethal Weapon,.”


    “Right.” Merv wasn't moving. I figured he meant everyone else could leave.


    “Why doesn't somebody put on coffee? We can all use it,” I said.


    “I'll do that.” Elaine whacked her knee on the door on her way out.


    “Alvin, can you give her a hand?”


    Lindsay's eyelids fluttered but remained closed. “Merv, can you help Mrs. Parnell down the stairs?”


    “I'm staying here.”


    “Don't argue. And that goes double for you, Mrs. P.”


    I reached over and checked Lindsay's pulse again. It gave me something to do. Lindsay issued a small hopeful sigh. Her colour seemed healthy. Cream, not white.


    “So what's happening?” I whispered to McCracken. “Any leads on Benning?”


    Mombourquette raised an eyebrow at McCracken. McCracken shook his head. I studied them.


    “Don't worry about me, boys, I have all the time in the world. I wish I could say the same for Lindsay here. But take your time, no need to get off your butts and put Benning back where you should have kept him in the first place.”


    Okay, so I couldn't really blame them for Benning's rampage. But when you wake up kissing Alvin's foot, it gets your day off to a bad start.


    “You haven't heard?” Mombourquette snorted, and McCracken fired him a warning glance.


    “Heard what?”


    “We found him.”


    “And he's back where he belongs?”


    “You could say that.” Even at the best of times, I find Mombourquette's smirk hard to take.


    “Lennie,” McCracken growled.


    “You might say we have him on ice.” Light twinkled off Mombourquette's pointed incisors.


    “Careful, Len.”


    “High time, if you don't mind me saying so. I hope you can keep him behind bars this time.”


    “Camilla.” McCracken doesn't usually call me by name, but this wedding thing had softened his brain.


    “Forever would not be too long.”


    “He'll have forever.” Mombourquette's tail twitched with amusement. A slight movement from the bed distracted me. Lindsay's eyes opened wide. “And then some,” Mombourquette said.


    “I guess you haven't turned on your radio,” McCracken said.


    
      * * *
    


    They all thundered back up the stairs and crowded into her room as soon as Lindsay began to sob.


    “C'mon, folks, give the lady some air.” McCracken pushed us all back into the hallway, closed the bedroom door and stood guard.


    I thought Merv would punch him out, with Alvin's assistance. I hoped this unholy alliance would not endure past the immediate emotional situation.


    “What have you done to that girl?” Mrs. Parnell pulled herself up to her full height, slightly more than Mombourquette's. She raised her steel-tipped cane, to steady herself I suppose, and accidentally brought it down on his instep.


    Lucky for us the paramedics arrived.

  


  
    Ten


    Elaine screamed. When she stopped screaming, she said, “No, I refuse to believe it.”


    “Please.” I put a soothing hand on her shoulder. “We don't all have to get hysterical.” She jumped away.


    It had taken the better part of an hour to get the paramedics out of the house, to make sure Lindsay was safe and sleeping and to get the rest of the circus downstairs where it belonged. Mombourquette stayed, but you can't have everything.


    And Elaine, of all the unlikely people, kept screaming. “Easy for you, Camilla, you didn't even work on it. Holy moly. It's not possible. It couldn't happen.”


    “Well, it did.”


    “Listen, I was there,” she said. “I worked on that sculpture. There's no way Benning's body could have been in it. Ice is translucent, you couldn't fail to notice a dead body. It was a stunning figure of Justice, by the way, for those of you who were too wimpy to make it to the volunteer team because of inclement weather.”


    I put out my hand to steady Alvin. “Let it go, Elaine. You know exactly where we were.”


    “Wicked,” Alvin said. “I sure would have liked to have seen that body. Is it still there?”


    “Alvin.” I tried to inject a fearsome warning note into my voice. As much as I'd hated and feared Benning, I didn't feel comfortable with his body as a spectacle.


    Merv liked the idea too. “Frozen solid, serves the bastard right.”


    “What is wrong with you people? I was there! I saw the block of ice. With absolutely no dead body in it. Nothing but ice, ice, ice. Ice all the way. You can see through ice, you know.” Elaine banged on the kitchen table.


    “There's a body in it now.” Since there were people in the room who didn't hate Mombourquette, he'd have to keep being himself until they did. Wouldn't take long.


    “But there wasn't last night.” Elaine had trouble with the central idea of the body in the sculpture.


    “Nevertheless, transport would have been the issue,” Mrs. Parnell said. She jammed another Benson and Hedges into her ebony holder and flicked her silver lighter.


    “Transport? Do you think we would have transported him?” Elaine gripped the side of the table and shrieked.


    “Takes a certain amount of strength to lift a man, unconscious or dead, never mind encased in ice. Of course, a dolly could make it possible, even for a woman.” Mrs. Parnell let out a two-foot curl of smoke that tickled my nostrils. “Could do it myself on a good day.”


    Elaine issued a strangled sound. “Unconscious? No, not unconscious. Oh, God. No, that's too awful.”


    I gave Mrs. Parnell a look she shouldn't have recovered from. Not that she noticed. “I'm sure he was already dead,” I said.


    “Oh, wow,” Alvin said. “He would have died from exposure. He had that coming.”


    “Shut up,” I said.


    Elaine started to hyperventilate.


    “Sit down and put your head between your knees,” I said. “And listen to me. He would not have died of exposure.” I don't know why I felt such utter certainty. The pathologist probably hadn't even laid his latex pinky on Benning yet.


    “Consider this,” Mrs. Parnell said. “If he were unconscious, that would make it murder.”


    “But.” Elaine paused for breath between each word. “It's. Not. Possible. Not in our ice sculpture. It must have been some other one.”


    “Trust me, it was your sculpture. There's no doubt about that,” McCracken said. “We won't know what happened to him for a while yet. It takes time for the results of the PM to come back. Then we'll see.”


    “PM. That's a Post Mortem,” Mrs. Parnell said with an air of authority. “You can learn a lot from those things.”


    “I think I'm going to be sick,” Elaine said.


    “You are going to be fine.” I turned so my back blocked Mrs. Parnell from Elaine's view. “This is a ghastly end to a terrible series of events. Unfortunately, it ended in murder, however…”


    “However, it couldn't have happened to a nicer guy.”


    “Alvin! This is no laughing matter.”


    “Look, Elaine, don't pay any attention to them.” Deep down, I agreed with Alvin, but that was not my official stand on potential murder victims, no matter how deserving of retribution they were.


    “Don't get me wrong,” Elaine said, “I'm not sorry he's dead either. It's the politics of it. People will think we did it.”


    I jumped in before Mrs. Parnell and Alvin could volley another series of inappropriate remarks. “No one would ever suspect Women Against Violence Everywhere of murder.”


    As the words left my tongue, I wanted to bite them back. I could think of no other group in town who would have more reason to want to put Benning on ice. But my platitudes drew quite a reaction from Elaine. “The hell they wouldn't. Everyone will think WAVE did it. They'll say we conspired as a board of directors. This is not a tragedy. This is a bloody public relations disaster!”


    “Not necessarily,” Mrs. Parnell said. “Could be seen as a wake-up call in certain quarters.”


    “Frigging right,” Alvin said. “The time has come for domestic batterers to chill out.”


    Usually, I was the most insensitive and outrageous person in any given room. That day, I ran well back in the pack.


    “Yes,” Elaine said. “Of course we'll deny it, but who'll believe us?”


    “Plenty of people will be under scrutiny, not the least of which will be Ottawa's finest.” I gestured to Mombourquette.


    McCracken shrugged. Mombourquette grinned, although the grin slipped as Mrs. Parnell shot a stream of smoke into his face.


    “Well,” McCracken said, “while we're here, why don't we have a little talk with Ms. Ekstein?”


    
      * * *
    


    Okay, I felt sorry for Elaine. But she had stamina. And anyway, I knew she had nothing to do with Benning's death. I could imagine circumstances under which she might have killed him, but she would never let it reflect badly on WAVE. But I had other things on my mind. Someone else to worry about.


    I was glad the crowd in the kitchen was so distracted. I had to think. Who needed to kill Benning? Not out of philosophical distaste or moral outrage, but from the standpoint of staying alive. It was too late for Benning's wife.


    The only other person with as much to lose was upstairs, sleeping. Being gazed on with adoration by Merv, hard-edged RCMP officer and all-round cynical guy. Lindsay. Lindsay, who could now rest, her long nightmare with Benning over. Lindsay, who had fallen asleep before any of us. Lindsay, who had succumbed to Benning's psychotic brand of charm. Lindsay, who could have been lured into meeting him the night before.


    Lindsay Grace had needed Benning dead.


    
      * * *
    


    “Give Elaine a break,” I said to McCracken.


    “No, you give me a break. I can't believe you would stick your nose in another murder investigation days before your sister's wedding. Even for you, Camilla, this is inconsiderate.”


    Inconsiderate? He hadn't seen anything yet. And what the hell did the wedding have to do with it?


    “Look. We don't need to be on opposite sides. After all, we both want the guilty person locked up for this. Anyway, the wedding's two weeks away.”


    He flashed me one of his looks.


    “Well, nearly,” I said. “Whoever killed Benning would have a strong defence.”


    “Murder's still murder in my book.”


    “That's sweet and old-fashioned, McCracken. But the fact is it could turn out to be one of your own.”


    “It won't be a cop.”


    “I love it when you get all steely-eyed. No wonder Alexa wants to marry you.”


    “Stop playing games, Camilla. Stay away from this one. I'm serious.”


    “Oh, so am I. Everyone knows Benning had a contact on the inside. Someone who would want him out of the way now that the heat is on. Means, motivation and opportunity. Who better than the cops? And, you may want to remember the last time the police tried to railroad an innocent woman, I was on the job.”


    “I remember you came close to death.”


    “Well, that's the downside. But with Benning on ice, what can I say? I feel lucky.”


    Elaine was not so lucky. Or maybe she was luckier. It depends on how you react to getting trotted to the cop shop and grilled. It would bother some people. Elaine wasn't one of them.


    That Elaine. She was known for turning every cloud into a chunk of gold bullion. Her enthusiasm, as they say, knew no bounds. She made you want to hibernate from sheer exhaustion after five minutes in her presence.


    WAVE was her life and, unlike me, she didn't have a ton of personal baggage dragging her down. She loved to make a difference. I figured she would make a real difference to the officers who drew the short straw and had to question her about Ralph Benning's death. Good cop. Bad cop. Elaine would reduce them to crazy cop in a few short minutes.


    Even so, I wanted to get over to the Elgin Street station as soon as I could. In order to avoid a laugh riot among the people I know on the force, I left Mrs. Parnell's beaver coat behind and borrowed a parka from Lindsay from her extensive winter outerwear collection. With the sleeves rolled up, it did the trick. I stuffed my red hat in the pocket.


    Lindsay leaned wanly against the door as I headed out. Merv and Alvin buzzed around her like deranged deerflies. She didn't seem to notice them. “Keep the jacket as long as you want, Camilla. I feel responsible for what happened.”


    
      * * *
    


    By the time I showed up, Elaine had the cops on the ropes. I ran into McCracken in the hallway outside the interview room at police headquarters on Elgin Street. He was about to exceed the recommended dosage of Tylenol Extra Strength.


    “That's what you get for trying to play in the big leagues,” I whispered.


    Four tablets spilled from his hand and danced across the grey tile floor. “We're doing our job. And you know it. Why not help instead of making things worse?”


    “Try to help the police question clients? Oh yes. It's all flooding back to me. That's the defence lawyer's official motto, isn't it? Learned it in law school.”


    “Funny. But you're not Ms. Ekstein's defence lawyer.” He quivered a bit when the word “Ekstein” crossed his lips.


    “News flash, McCracken.”


    Even Mombourquette appeared subdued. Excellent. Maybe he'd need stress leave. Elaine, on the other hand, had never looked better. Her eyes shone with the light of battle, her chin glowed.


    “This is an outrage. I need to speak to my client alone.” I prepared to fight.


    Mombourquette's ratty face brightened. “Take your time,” he said, scooting out of the interrogation room.


    “Don't get your tail caught in the door,” I said.


    As soon as it slammed shut, I turned to my alleged client. “You're enjoying this.”


    “Well, it is an opportunity. Think of the profile for WAVE. You know, Camilla, at first I thought we had a disaster but on sober second thought, I realize this will give us some major media coverage.”


    “Forget that, Elaine.”


    “So it's a positve story. Which reminds me, why are you here? I thought you'd be out fielding interviews.”


    “I'm your lawyer.”


    “No, you're not.”


    “I am now.”


    “I thought you gave up your practice.”


    “I'm a licensed Member of the Bar. Ready to go at a moment's notice.”


    “Do you think I'll need a lawyer?”


    “Yeah, right. Maybe a psychiatrist would be better.”


    “No seriously, I mean, you can't buy this kind of publicity.” She gripped my arm. “It's great.”


    “Trust me, it's a lot of things, but great isn't one of them.”


    “C'mon, what can go wrong?”


    “To begin with, you could get charged with murder in the first degree, go to trial, get convicted and because of the bizarre, premeditated aspects of the case, you could get the full weight of the law—twenty-five years. Of course, reformers are trying to get that extended so…who knows.”


    “Camilla. You know perfectly well that won't happen. And you have to admit this presents such a wonderful opportunity to highlight the plight of battered women and to show the world people like Benning do exist and they can be stopped.”


    “Please do not say that or you may be highlighting this very plight from a correctional facility. Might be another wonderful opportunity for you. You'll find many situations need fixing in the slammer. What a terrific outlet for your energy. Congratulations.”


    “Don't be silly, Camilla. After all, it's not like I'm guilty.”


    “It's so cute the way you think only the guilty go to jail.”


    “Oh, come on.”


    “No, you come on. Why do you think the system needs two sides, prosecution and defence?”


    “Okay, sure, but lets face it. Most murderers get caught and they're fairly convicted.”


    “Four little words for you: Marshall, Morin, Milgaard, Sophonow.”


    This did not have the desired effect on Elaine. “You're right. I should get involved. There's only so many hours in the day but, I guess I should give the Elizabeth Fry Society a call. Maybe John Howard too. And what's the group that works with the falsely convicted? I feel a bit ashamed of myself that I've never done a thing for those people. Isn't there another organization that works to reopen hopeless cases? What's it called? Yes, I lose perspective sometimes.”


    “Like right now, for instance. Look, forget your crusade. Just tell me what they asked and what you answered. And then don't say one word to anyone under any circumstances. Not to the police and especially not to the media.”


    “Are you kidding? This is my chance. Nothing will shut me up.”


    
      * * *
    


    “Don't be like that, Conn. We're family. And besides, non-disclosure of pertinent information to the defence can get your carefully constructed case tossed out of court.” I didn't like the stubborn way McCracken's jaw jutted out. “You hear me? I said tossed out of court”


    He shrugged.


    “Hey, your call. No hard feelings,” I said. “Wonder if it's too late today to get a court order.”


    McCracken turned his head and stared at the empty wall.


    I said, “That is an exceptional wall. I wonder if we should get a camera and get a couple of shots of it, send them to the media.”


    “Funny. You want to know what happened?”


    “I want to know what she said.”


    “No problem.” He reached into his rumpled suit pocket and yanked out a small white notebook.


    “That's more like it.”


    “Let's see, where are we? Oh, yeah,” He flipped the pages. Lucky he hadn't called my bluff about the judge, because I prefer to reserve court orders until my back is to the wall. “Okay, Camilla, here's what your client said.”


    I held my breath.


    “All right. To the first question, name and address, she refused to answer. Then she gave us the following responses:


    “I don't believe I can answer that question.


    “No, officer, I don't remember.


    “Seems to have slipped my mind.


    “I have no idea.


    “Hard to say.


    “Are you sure? I don't recall.


    “It could be, but I'm not certain.


    “I prefer not to comment.


    “My mind is blank there.


    “I must have been asleep.


    “My apologies, officer, but what can I say?


    “Gosh, I wish I could help but.…”


    McCracken smirked when he snapped the notebook closed. “Lucky you, your client has no recollection of leaving the property on Echo Drive last night during the key hours when Benning would have been dumped in Confederation Square.”


    I pursed my lips.


    “She'll be a big hit with a judge. Can't wait to see that.”


    That Elaine. There's no one in the world quite like her. “You have to admit she is polite.”


    “She's the only person I can think of who's more irritating than you, Camilla.”


    “Oh, come on, she's not trying to irritate you. She wants to protect WAVE.”


    “Don't be so sure.”


    “But I am sure. Elaine Ekstein has a heart as big as the world. She might have hated Benning for what he stood for and what he did to women, but she would be totally unable to commit a murder. I know that the way I know my own sister's name.”


    “Well, that's great, Camilla.”


    “What are you smirking about?” I asked.


    “Might it be the video surveillance footage of the big-hearted Elaine Ekstein as she wheels a box out of a parked van and down into the centre of an ice sculpture? Nice thing about this video camera: it recorded the time and the date.”


    I tried to keep my jaw from hitting the floor.


    McCracken smiled. “Ain't technology grand?”


    “I think I'd better see this video.”

  


  
    Eleven


    “Well.” I stared at the grainy video footage of a woman, muffled to the ears with a thick scarf, hair hidden by a slouchy hat as she struggled to wheel a large wooden box on a dolly down the loading ramp of a white van.


    “Well, indeed,” McCracken said.


    “I don't know. Could be anybody all bundled up with a scarf.”


    “You think so?” he said.


    I chose not to mention that I recognized the slouchy hat as Elaine's favourite faux leopard number, the ugliest and most recognizable article of her clothing. If you didn't count the matching coat. Moonlight lit the sky behind Elaine. Great. Maybe I could incorporate the full moon as part of a diminished capacity defence for her.


    “Nice attention to detail,” McCracken said. “See how she sets it up at just the right angle, right in front of the original ice sculpture of Justice. Smooths it out. Adjusts the sign and all. She's a pro. And yet, she doesn't remember any of it.”


    “You know, Conn, I'm not sure that's her in the video. In fact, I'm almost certain it's not. But, even in the unlikely event that it were, she'd have to be psycho to move a body in front of a surveillance camera. I'll make sure she gets a proper psychological evaluation.”


    Mombourquette leaned forward and gazed at the screen. Elaine stood, apparently admiring the unboxed sculpture, her face turned away from the camera. She ran her hand over the smooth surface of the ice.


    Mombourquette's pointy little teeth showed. “Spunky little gal, though, isn't she?”


    
      * * *
    


    Okay, so here's what I believe. Sometimes life can treat us roughly. Then we need a bit of help to cope with some of the slings and arrows. Big deal. I do my bit through Justice for Victims. I've seen what big bureaucracies, small minds and bad breaks can do. I'm happy to line up on the side of the angels and toss a few punches.


    But that's where it ends. I do not believe victims have the right to make every one else miserable. I do not believe it gives you special privileges or absolves you from the responsibility of looking after yourself and just getting over whatever shit happened to you. And except in clear and immediate self-defence, I sure as hell don't believe it gives you the right to kill another human being. Period.


    Despite years in the law, I was foolish enough to believe in justice. I bored myself with my personal philosophy as I drove Mrs. Parnell's LTD back to Lindsay's place on Echo Drive. Elaine might be happy, locked in a cell in the Elgin Street station, waiting for her bail hearing, but I was not.


    Her wacky perception of the public relations benefits for WAVE didn't do it for me. But something bothered me even more. All I needed to put my mind at rest was a couple of minutes upstairs at Lindsay's without anyone watching.


    
      * * *
    


    “Nothing, Merv. I'll tidy things up a bit. Take care of a bit of girl stuff.”


    “You? Tidy up? Girl stuff? Holy shit, what can I expect next? A rain of red frogs?”


    “There are thousands of comedians out of work,” I said. “Several of them are slumped on their butts in the kitchen. I wouldn't try to change jobs if I were you, Bucko.


    “Some things scream for commentary, Camilla.”


    “Right, and here's one. The cops are grilling Elaine about the discovery of Benning's body. They gave me the boot. I need to keep busy. But, as one of the brotherhood, you might be able to ferret out some information from the Ottawa police. I'll keep an eye on Lindsay.”


    Merv stood and looked way, way down at me. “What are you up to?”


    “Nothing.”


    “Don't upset Lindsay.”


    “Why would you even suggest that, Merv? For one thing, she's sound asleep and sedated up the ying yang. And why would I want to upset her? I'm here to help my client, remember? I brought you here. Does that ring a bell? Who looked after Lindsay's interest while you bitched about driving over?”


    “Yeah, yeah, you know what you're like.”


    Tricky. What could I say? No, I don't know what I'm like? Or I'm not like anything? Neither served as a snappy comeback. After Merv reluctantly headed downstairs, I muttered, “I'm the good guy here.”


    I said it to Lindsay. In fact, I leaned over and whispered it into her ear as she slept. Not so much as a twitch. Excellent. That gave me some time.


    The funny thing about Lindsay was, no matter how terrifying her life became, her home and her bedroom remained pristine. So I found no piles of underwear, no rumpled clothes heaped over a chair, no shoes kicked in the corner. No brushes or makeup tumbled on the dresser tops. No stockings slung on the brushed metal doorknobs. No magazines open. I spotted the golden swirl of her bottle of Organza on the bathroom vanity counter. Her slippers were parked by the bed, waiting for her. That was the extent of the disorder.


    First, I lifted the lid of the laundry hamper. I'd never seen anyone's dirty clothes folded before. Not even in a fashionable bleached cotton mobile hamper. For a bizarre second, I thought Merv might have done it, in a peculiar form of homage to Lindsay. But then I remembered Merv's living quarters. Merv didn't even fold clean laundry. Possibly Merv didn't even have clean laundry.


    Fine. The folded laundry made it easy to check. But I didn't find what I was looking for.


    The customized walk-in closet was the next hot spot. It equalled the size of my Grade Eight classroom at Saint Jim's but with a lot more mirrored surface. I hoped my sisters never got a look at this closet, or serious renovations could replace weddings as the next family obsession. Maybe Lindsay was fussy or a careful spender, but there weren't many clothes in the closet to check. She could have increased her wardrobe tenfold and not filled the hangers, drawers, shelves and shoe holders. I glanced over the jackets, dresses, blouses and slacks hung in colour order. I checked the drawers.


    I returned to the bedroom and dropped to my knees to peer under the bed. Next I tried the laundry room. Someone that meticulous could run a load of laundry even when faced with immediate death. It made as much sense as folding your soiled bra. The laundry room was discreetly out of sight on the bedroom level. The one basket sat empty. So did the washer and dryer. Nothing hung on the little stainless racks.


    I wasn't happy. I headed back to the bedroom and poked behind the shantung silk pillow shams and four pewter-coloured pillows. Lindsay had turned over. I checked the spot where she had been lying, but I didn't find what I was looking for.


    Bad news. Or perhaps I was overreacting. After all, it hadn't been the most relaxed twenty-four hours in my life. So where the hell was the cream cashmere outfit Lindsay had worn the previous day and evening?


    I sure as hell hoped it turned up. In the meantime, Lindsay had been through plenty already. I didn't plan to mention the tunic and pants. And if someone tipped the police that Lindsay's leather boots were sitting in a salty puddle by the front door, it damn well wouldn't be me.


    She was a victim. In my book, she needed protection, not persecution. So I'd have to find out what happened to that tunic before some snoopy cop did. But of course, they had their hands full with Elaine.


    
      * * *
    


    “Thirty-two messages saved for you on the Justice for Victims voice mail,” Alvin said.


    “Great.”


    “You might want to listen to them.”


    “We have enough on our plate here, Alvin. I'll listen to them when I get back to the office.”


    “Let me suggest…”


    “No, Alvin, let me suggest I'll get to them in my own sweet time. Just because you can phone in and get messages doesn't mean you have to. I'm not a slave to this goddam technology.”


    Alvin shrugged. “Your choice, Camilla.”


    “Yes, it is.” Everything always had to be an argument with that boy.


    “There's something you should know.”


    “Put a sock in it.”


    “No problemo.” Alvin leapt out of his chair in Lindsay's kitchen and headed into the living room. Merv sipped his coffee and watched his retreating back. Alvin's bony shoulders were held high. I'd be paying for that “put a sock in it” remark, but I held my ground. Maybe sleeping on the living room floor and facing that particular sock at the crack of dawn had brought out the worst in me.


    “Why the hell doesn't the little jerk get his mangy butt over to your office and open it up?” Merv said.


    “We're off to a slow start today. It can wait. In case you didn't notice.”


    “You never gonna get rid of that guy?”


    “Give me time. At the moment, I have a full agenda.”


    “Yeah, yeah, maybe you should show a little spine, Camilla.”


    I put my own coffee cup on the table and stood up. “I'd better go up and talk to Lindsay.”


    “She's asleep.”


    “Well, time for her to wake up.”


    
      * * *
    


    She raised her head and opened her eyes.


    “Be straight with me, Lindsay,” I said. “I have a question and I want you to tell me the truth.”


    “Of course. Why wouldn't I tell you the truth?”


    “Where are the clothes you wore last night.”


    She blinked. “What?”


    “Your long cream sweater. The one you wore yesterday.”


    She puckered her forehead. “Well, it's in the hamper.”


    “No.”


    “But it must be.”


    “Listen to me. It. Is. Not.”


    “Perhaps I hung it up.” Her hands clenched and unclenched.


    I shook my head.


    “Oh. I guess I must have tossed it somewhere.”


    “Where?”


    “I don't know. I'd have to look.”


    “I've already looked.”


    “Maybe I hung something on top of it. Maybe it slipped behind a chair.”


    I glanced around. “Somehow I don't see you tossing things.


    Or letting your cashmere sweaters slip onto the floor.”


    “Not usually. But this isn't usually.”


    “So where's the sweater?”


    She met my eyes. “What difference does it make?”


    “What difference? Because Ralph Benning was murdered. Because you had a damn good reason to want him dead. Because we all fell asleep and you could have left the house. Because Elaine Ekstein will be charged with his murder. And because.…”


    “Elaine?”


    “That sweater is not in this house. It is nowhere. Ditto the leggings.”


    “Elaine couldn't murder anyone.”


    “True.”


    “How could she be charged?”


    “Easy. The police think she could have done it.”


    “But that's silly. Elaine? What an idea.”


    “Where's the sweater, Lindsay.”


    She raised her elegant chin. “I don't know where it is.”


    “Did you leave the house last night?”


    “Of course not.”


    I spotted the little flash of anger behind her words. Interesting. Anger was a change from Lindsay's usual grace and fragility. Maybe I'd been treated to a glimpse of the real person. “Then where's your sweater?”


    Merv loomed into the room and stood between Lindsay and me. “She's already told you she doesn't know.”


    “Thank you, but I'm not finished here.”


    “Yes, you are.”


    “Goddam it, Merv, let go of my arm.”


    I found myself staring at the closed door of Lindsay's bedroom. Of course, it takes more than that to stop one of the MacPhee girls. I turned the handle. Locked. I rattled the handle. Nothing.


    I knocked on the door. Still nothing. I poised to give it a nice solid kick when I felt Alvin's hot breath.


    “I can't believe even you would do this, Camilla.” Reproach oozed out of his pores.


    “Do you believe Elaine will spend the night in the slammer?”


    “No, she won't. And even if she did, Elaine's tough as old rope. There's no reason for you to terrorize Lindsay.”


    “Terrorize? I'll terrorize you, you little twerp.”


    Alvin managed a certain bony dignity. “You have to pull yourself together, Camilla. I can't allow you to upset Lindsay.”


    While I sputtered “You? What do you mean you can't allow me?” I lost my advantage. Alvin insinuated himself between the door and me. The only way to knock would be to push him down the stairs first. I thought about it.


    Unlike the others, Mrs. Parnell did not treat me like a pariah. She poured my cup of coffee and issued her stream of smoke away from my face, always a sign of affection on her part.


    “Quite the discussion.”


    “You heard it from down here?”


    “I heard you.”


    “Well, I had a legitimate question and I didn't get any kind of a legitimate answer.”


    Mrs. Parnell issued one of her long wheezy chuckles that always tempt me to call 911. “So I gathered.”


    “Maybe I lost it a bit.”


    “Who doesn't get caught up in the heat of battle from time to time? And the question remains not only legitimate but delicate. We shall have to be most strategic in this matter.”


    “But Alvin and Merv don't share your opinion.”


    “Nevertheless,” Mrs. Parnell said. “Ain't love grand?


    
      * * *
    


    “I can't believe you didn't tell me you were protecting Lindsay Grace. I'm your buddy, Tiger. You could trust me with your life.”


    I lounged at the table at Dunn's and watched P. J. fiddle with his fried eggs. Dunn's has an all-day breakfast, which was handy because P. J. was late, even by his standards. I could tell his mind was on the Benning story and how I might have information to improve it.


    “You're a reporter. I wouldn't even trust you with your life. And don't bother pouting. It'll give you wrinkles.”


    P. J. poked at the home fries. “Don't hold back on me. What's the dope on Elaine Ekstein? Cops slapped her into interrogation fast enough. Did she know this Benning?”


    I didn't have the heart to tell him I wanted information from him. There was no plan to give him any.


    “It's a mistake, P. J. They're grasping at straws.”


    “Got a tip for you. Cops are confident she did it. They're closing the book on it.” He waited.


    “That's crap and you know it. Elaine couldn't kill someone. Three officers staked out Lindsay's place. How could she or anyone else get out without them noticing? Incompetence? Or railroading? Your call.”


    “Point taken.”


    “Your turn to trust me. If you find out how Elaine was supposed to have slipped by them, let me know. Maybe she can make herself invisible at will.”


    P. J. slipped from the booth, tossed a ten on the table and ran like hell for the door. “Will do.”


    Well, that was one way to find out what happened to Benning. Wait and read it in the paper.


    
      * * *
    


    “We have no comment at this time.” I tried to push past a circus of journalists, mikes and cameras outside the Elgin Street Courthouse on the way to Elaine's bail hearing.


    Elaine took a different approach. “I'd like to take this opportunity to say…”


    I stuck myself in between her and the brace of microphones. “My client has no comment.”


    I thought I saw P. J. Lynch well back in the crowd. Of course, unlike the guys with the television cameras, he could head on in and hear for himself. Mind you, that crossed the border between police reporter and court reporter, but maybe it was time for P. J. to make the switch and get the occasional night's sleep.


    “Elaine! Did you do it?” An anonymous voice attached to a mike.


    “No comment.”


    “Elaine, do you have any words for battered women?”


    “We have no comment.”


    Elaine said, “Well, I certainly do.”


    I stood up taller, the better to block her face from the flashes. “My client has no comment on that issue.” I turned to her and whispered, “You have no goddam comment. Now move your butt through the door on the double.”


    “No comment,” I called back over my shoulder as we swung into the Courthouse.


    
      * * *
    


    We were all the way into Courtroom Number Five before I finished Elaine's short refresher on how to behave before the media and in the court. I pulled no punches.


    The Superior Court judge had a crisp new perm and manicured short nails lacquered in a classic red. She also had a rep for not suffering fools gladly. I hoped to hell we weren't about to be fools. Although with Alvin along as my able assistant, the possibility was real.


    The Crown was represented by Mia Reilly, profoundly irritating in her black robe and expensive cologne. But so what? We were in an excellent position. The Crown might not think Elaine should get bail, but I didn't expect to have any trouble showing cause.


    “Your honour, my client is a professional social worker, a tireless volunteer, a member of the boards of directors of numerous charities and social agencies in the city. She is highly regarded.” I felt no need to spotlight the small matter of picketing and protesting and even less reason to mention traffic violations and parking tickets. Let alone that awkward occasion when guards had ejected her from the visitors' gallery of the House of Commons.


    “She is a respectable member of society, fully supported by her family and friends. We ask that she be released on her own recognizance. There is absolutely no danger of flight, nor is she a threat to the community.”


    “I wouldn't go that far.” Elaine had a voice that carried.


    “Be quiet,” I said, as softly as I could.


    Elaine beamed at the judge. One judgely eyebrow rose.


    “Ms. MacPhee, are you responsible for your client?”


    “Of course, Your Honour.”


    “Keep that in mind.”


    “I certainly will, Your Honour.”


    “There is no likelihood your client would fail to appear?


    “No, Your Honour.”


    “Could happen,” said Elaine.


    “Absolutely not, Your Honour,” I paused long enough to give Elaine a sharp kick in the ankle.


    The judge's eyebrow hit her hairline. And the shit hit the fan. “Bail denied. The accused will be held in the Regional Detention Centre until preliminary hearing.”


    Of course, that could be six months.


    The irritating Mia Reilly smiled and bobbed her sleek blonde head in approval. No one in court had a problem with Elaine being slapped behind bars. Except me and Alvin.


    Unless you counted Mombourquette. I spotted him in the back row, his mouth a tense line.


    “I hope you're happy,” I whispered in his greyish pointed ear as I walked past. “An innocent creature like Elaine, think she'll survive in the RDC? Lots of guys in there are serial batterers she helped put behind bars. Something to think about.”


    Even though we both knew men and women were well-segregated at the RDC, I took some pleasure as his pale olive face turned to putty.


    
      * * *
    


    Another thing bothered me. I could understand how I could fall asleep at Lindsay Grace's place, ditto Alvin, Mrs. Parnell, Elaine and even Merv. We'd been lulled by hot carbohydrates and general winter laziness. But what about the two officers watching the front of the house and the one guarding the rear entrance? Shouldn't they have been shot for dereliction of duty? Since when were our tax dollars supposed to be asleep at the wheel? Funny. P. J. knew nothing about them.


    I had no choice but to cozy up to McCracken and find out what had happened to the three officers outside Lindsay's place. I gave him a call and tried to cushion the blow by suggesting we meet at the Second Cup near the police station.


    He was all business. “Sorry, Camilla. No time.”


    I cut to the chase. “So, Conn, what's happening with the investigation? No word? Cops got your tongue?”


    “I think you have to try to cooperate with Alexa about the wedding. This ceremony means a lot to her.”


    “This is more immediate. After all, Elaine is in the slammer. You would have checked out security. You know there was no surveillance camera in the Crystal Garden. You will naturally have concluded, as I did, that the video is a fraud. So tell me, what are your esteemed colleagues turning up?”


    “Hard for me to say, I'm a bit distracted by Alexa's concerns, as I'm sure most people would understand. Oops, I think that's her on the other line. See you, Camilla.”


    “Okay, you win. I'll give her a call. Then we'll talk.”


    “No problem,” he said. “Let me know when you've done it.”

  


  
    Twelve


    Sooner or later, even I have to cave and attend a family dinner. I had no excuse. Benning was dead, and therefore Lindsay Grace was out of danger. Elaine remained locked up in the Regional Detention Centre for the protection of society at large, and I'd run out of options to get her out. Even though I wanted to crash into bed and sleep off the whole nightmare, I had no choice but to enter the lions den of MacPhees. The festivities always begin with Edwina's husband, Stan, picking me up.


    My sisters are formidable. My two brothers-in-law are merely weird. Donalda's husband, Joe, lives in a dream world filled with fishing trips and golf tournaments. I guess he's harmless. Then there's Stan, the man with the world's best collection of whoopee cushions, plastic dog turds, dribble glasses and press-on cockroaches.


    I have to work hard to find something to like about my brother-in-law, Stan. But when he picked me up for dinner, I had to admit his new Buick felt toasty warm. The icy wind whipping along the driveway of my apartment building blew my red hat off my head and almost pulled my hair out by the roots. It was almost enough to make me appreciate Stan.


    Almost.


    I knew better than to argue with Edwina about having Stan collect me for family gatherings. Shooing him out of the house while she's getting ready for any social event plays an important part in her mental health, not that she'd ever admit it. And with the MacPhees, you have to pick your battles. Especially as this wedding loomed. I would need my strength.


    I slid onto the Buick's leather passenger seat after checking it for fake vomit. You don't let your guard down with Stan. Of course, I had threatened him with bodily harm after the last little skirmish. He acted innocent enough. No doubt Edwina had laid down the law before she sent him out to get me.


    The new car had a cushioned glide which I enjoyed as we drove along the Ottawa River Parkway in the blue winter light. The steam rose from the river, eerie and beautiful. The dark-shadowed snow covering the ground and dusting the evergreens could have been a painting. The sight of a raised hood and the flash of a tow-truck on the other side of the divided parkway reminded me of reality. Still, I relaxed.


    But when my bum started to get warm, I turned to Stan.


    “What the hell are you playing at now?”


    He simulated one of his special hurt looks. “What do you mean?”


    “You know what I mean.”


    “I don't,” he whined.


    “You do. This seat is getting hot. And it better not get any hotter, since it is too cold outside for me to get out of the car, so if it gets any hotter I will push you out and drive myself. They'll find your body when the snow melts in the spring.”


    “Of course the seats are heating up. They're heated seats. It's a feature in new cars. I turned yours on so you would be comfortable.”


    “Oh.”


    Hurt silence radiated from the driver's side. Anyone else but Stan and I might have been tempted to apologize.


    Given the kind of day it had been, I was grateful for the bit of quiet until we pulled into Edwina and Stan's driveway. As usual, it looked as though Edwina had buffed it with a toothbrush.


    
      * * *
    


    My sisters were waiting.


    I hate that. I pictured three ash-blonde heads together, plotting in Edwina's new maple and granite kitchen before my arrival. It is always three to one. Always has been. I was the accident, born fifteen years after Alexa. It's not easy to be the short, dark one pitted against a coven of beautiful blondes. My sisters might be well on the road to fifty but they look like a bunch of goddam models.


    “Camilla.” Alexa came forward to plant a kiss on my cheek.


    I had to admit it, her forthcoming marriage to Conn McCracken seemed to be good for her. Her face shone with health. Her makeup was youthful yet appropriate. Her new hairstyle, long yet layered, perfect for the ash-coloured hair.


    Too bad I hated the idea. But as Donalda had pointed out, it didn't matter a toot what I thought of Conn. I wasn't marrying him.


    “Go see Daddy,” Edwina said.


    My father held court in the wingback chair in Edwina's brocade and mahogany living room. He's a tall, fair man. My sisters got their elegant bones from him. He still maintains the look of authority developed in his years as principal of St. Jim's High.


    I rated the usual look of surprise.


    Just once in thirty-three years, I would have liked to have seen him without that expression.


    “It's me, Daddy. Camilla.” I don't know why I always feel I have to introduce myself. After all, it was my mother's name, and I'm suppposed to take after her.


    “Of course. Um, Camilla.”


    It's hard to tell what he's thinking. A career school principal learns to play his cards close to his chest. I thought I detected the same look that had been on his face the summer I had hot-wired our next door neighbour's new Lincoln Town Car and took it for a midnight spin down the Queensway. I was fifteen. It had seemed like a fine idea at the time. All three of my sisters did a lot of talking in their smooth musical voices, or I wouldn't have been out of the house again before Christmas. I can remember Alexa saying, “Oh Daddy, girls will be girls.”


    Not one of them ever rated the look of surprise.


    “So, um, Camilla. How is our young man, Alvin, making out in your office?”


    “Making out? That's the only thing he hasn't tried.


    Otherwise, he's rude, abrasive, weird, intrusive, and his feet smell.”


    “Now, dear, try to remember he lacked your wonderful advantages.”


    Lucky for me my father is hard of hearing, because I couldn't prevent myself from snorting.


    Alexa said, “Oh, Camilla.”


    My father said, “It couldn't have been easy for his mother living all those years with an alcoholic. Poor Mary raised those children on her own. And every single one of them made it through university, too.”


    Well, Alvin scraped through art school.


    “I spoke to Mary the other day. I was happy to be able to tell her Alvin is flourishing under your wing.”


    “My what?”


    “Camilla.” I heard the warning note in Edwina's voice.


    “You know,” my father said, “February in Ottawa is a lot tougher than in Nova Scotia. Mary's worried he won't be dressed properly. The poor lad's prone to bronchitis. Can you make sure he's bundled up?”


    I guess no one heard me choking. All eyes were on my father.


    “I assured his mother you were more than glad to do anything you could for him, since he saved your life during that terrible business last spring.”


    “That's not quite my recollection of Alvin's participation, Daddy. If memory serves, Alvin was nothing but a pain in the butt.”


    The doorbell rang before any of my sisters could say oh, Camilla. Alexa's hands were a blur fluffing her hair, smoothing her skirt, adjusting her sweater. She finished topping up her lipstick and gave herself a quick spray of L'Air du temps before Conn McCracken strolled into the room. It was enough to make you sick.


    Dinner at my sister Edwina's features Minton china, damask table cloths, roses in silver vases and the chime of fine crystal. She has not yet heard we've entered a more casual age.


    Not surprisingly, the food is first-rate. The conversation, lively and frequently dangerous. And the main course is always gossip.


    As usual, the men were quiet. Stan because his practical jokes were off limits until after the wedding. Donalda's husband, Joe, because he lives in his own internal world of golf courses and fishing camps. McCracken because he was new to the crew. My father wades into a conversation if someone veers too far from traditional Catholic theology. Or swears. That's usually me. Tonight was no different.


    “Well,” Edwina passed a gold-rimmed plate with pear, walnut and gorgonzola salad, “am I the only one who's shocked about Elaine Ekstein?”


    Donalda looked up from serving pork tenderloin in orange soy sauce. “Who would have thought she had such a vivid imagination?”


    “Indeed,” Edwina said.


    “Pass the can of worms,” I said.


    “Excuse me?” Edwina narrowed her eyes at me.


    “Oh, Camilla.” Alexa gave me a look.


    McCracken's lips twitched. I decided to concentrate on the rice. Edwina makes the best rice in the family. Firm, fluffy, safe.


    “Well,” said Alexa, “don't you think something needed to be done? Imagine what those women suffered. And that poor officer who was shot. It's a miracle he's going to live. That Benning was an absolute monster.”


    The girls never let go of a topic quickly.


    “You bet,” Edwina said. “It's time we women started to fight back when bullies and wife-beaters get their own way with a spineless and craven justice system that dumps them back on the streets with a slap on the wrist. Or less.”


    Conn McCracken hunched miserably over his plate.


    “Of course, but I would never have thought Elaine Ekstein could kill somebody,” Donalda said.


    “Didn't you?” said Edwina, “Elaine has spine. I'm glad she took the law into her own hands. No one else was prepared to do it.”


    “Wait a minute.” I made an attempt to wrestle back the conversation.


    “Oh, Camilla, there's no need to get defensive,” Edwina said. “I know you wanted to, but you weren't as effective as you could have been. The situation got beyond your control. But no one blames you.”


    “It's not true,” I said.


    Donalda said, “Well, not you alone, dear, society at large. When you come down to it, how did the man get loose?”


    I slammed my silver fork on the table. “Goddam it, I mean, Elaine didn't do it.”


    Everyone's eyes slid to my father's face. Waiting for the reprimand. His mind appeared to be elsewhere. Playing golf with Joe maybe.


    “Of course she did it,” Edwina said.


    “Don't be silly, Camilla.” Donalda moved a few serving pieces out of my reach.


    “What do you mean?” Alexa said.


    “I mean she didn't do it. What do you think I mean?” I barked. I caught Conn McCracken staring at me. I refrained from tossing food at him.


    “Well, she confessed, didn't she?” Edwina said. “That's enough for me. And what's more, I think she has support from the community, and she'll get off on a self-defence.”


    “Self-defence?” Conn didn't quite catch himself in time.


    It surprised me too. Freezing someone in a block of ice? Quite a challenge to portray that as self-defence.


    “I don't understand you, Camilla,” Alexa said. “Elaine is your friend. Why don't you want to help her? She'll suffer through a long, terrible trial, and for what?”


    “She'll get off,” Edwina said. “She did what she had to.”


    “Except she didn't do it!” I might as well have screamed into the wind.


    “Fine, Camilla, be like that. Even I know if she pleads Not Guilty she's more likely to get a prison sentence, and then who benefits?”


    “No one benefits. Either way. It's still murder, and Elaine still didn't do it.”


    Stan said, “Any more of that pear stuff?”


    “Oh, sure, call it murder. After what Benning did,” Donalda said. “What's the matter with you, Camilla? You've abandoned poor Elaine.”


    “How is Violet?” my father asked.


    “What?”


    “Your neighbour, Violet.”


    “Oh. You mean Mrs. Parnell, Daddy. She's fine, I guess.”


    “Remarkable person, Violet. Lovely. We should see more of her.”


    “Oh, dear, maybe Camilla's right,” said Alexa. “Killing him in such a gruesome way, I'm sure that's not.…”


    “Legal? Moral? Ethical?” I said. “And speaking of legal, I would like to make the point that Elaine is innocent until proven guilty in this country and even in this house.”


    “But, Camilla,” Donalda said, “she admitted she killed him. We saw it on the news. You stood next to her with your mouth hanging open like a guppy. She told the reporters she did it, that must mean something.”


    “It means it's goddam lucky we don't have capital punishment.”


    “Camilla.” This time my father paid attention.


    “And I'll tell you something else,” I ignored him for the first time in thirty-three years. “I don't know who killed Ralph Benning. And I don't know why. But someone will get away with murder while Elaine goes up the river.”


    “River? What river?” Donalda's husband Joe opened his eyes, hoping for a fishing story, I guess.


    “I think she's sort of a heroine,” Edwina said. “Maybe we should get out and help her. Raise some money for her.”


    Disappointed, Joe closed his eyes again.


    “Well, whether she did it or not, there's not much we can do for her until after the wedding,” Alexa said.


    
      * * *
    


    After dinner, I managed a quick word with McCracken while Stan warmed up the Buick.


    “See? I'm being nice to my sister.”


    “You call that nice?”


    “I'm a MacPhee. It's as nice as we get.”


    “Christ.”


    “So, any word on the results of the blood tests?”


    “What blood tests?”


    Some people shouldn't try to lie. But I would have thought after a career in the police force, McCracken could handle a fib. Of course, dinner with my family can leave the most capable person vulnerable.


    “I assume the surveillance officers must have conked out. I'm sure you would have checked that.”


    “I can't talk about it. That case is under internal review.”


    “Three officers snoring like hibernating bears when there's a crazed killer on the loose? I should damn well hope it's under review. High time, too. Let's hope they find the internal connection to Benning while they're investigating.”


    Sometimes you have to touch a nerve.


    “You're too much. You know that, Camilla?”


    Sure I knew it.

  


  
    Thirteen


    I lay on my comforter, feeling the results of too much pork tenderloin and too many fresh rolls. Not to mention too much chocolate raspberry mousse. It was well past midnight, and it would take more than sheep to get me to sleep.


    This wedding was making my sisters crazy if they gave it a higher priority than Elaine's incarceration. Their reaction to Benning's demise might be understandable, but I couldn't think of a single judge who would let sentiment justify such a nasty bit of vigilante justice.


    Of course, Elaine's situation took the heat off Lindsay, which was one thing to feel better about. Not that my feelings had anything to do with anything. I snapped upright in bed. Mrs. Parnell's little calico cat went flying. That's what was wrong. I was letting the way I felt about Elaine cloud my judgement. It wouldn't be the first time I'd been betrayed by feelings. But in my line of work, justice must be the guiding principle, no matter what the outcome.


    Time to get my priorities straight and to use a little logic. Logic told me Elaine could have killed Benning, but she wouldn't sneak around in the middle of the night to do it. For my own peace of mind, I needed to eliminate Lindsay as a suspect. I needed to squish any sympathy. To save Elaine, I needed to identify the real killer.


    I think best on paper. I headed for my desk and fished out a notepad and pen, just as the doorbell rang. Mrs. Parnell stood, leaning on her walker and wrapped in a cloud of smoke. “Good evening, Ms. MacPhee. I thought you might want some company.”


    “Its the middle of the night, Mrs. P. Why would I want company?”


    “I could not help but notice the light on in your apartment.”


    “With all due respect, we are on the sixteenth floor and you live on the opposite side of the building. You can't see my lights. And anyway, it's time you stopped lurking in the corridor half the night. It's unsettling for the neighbours, especially me.”


    “Step with me into the hallway and close the door, and you will clearly observe light through the frame.”


    Stepping into the hallway in my chenille robe in the wee small hours was not the smartest thing I'd ever done. The new pneumatic door swung shut behind me and the automatic double lock clicked firmly.


    “Consider this. Since you're locked out. Let us pop over and have a quick nightcap.”


    “I believe you have a key.”


    “Ah, yes. Where did I put it? Let us put our heads together and think where I might have put it for safekeeping.”


    I followed her back to 1608 and accepted a small glass of Harvey's Bristol Cream. “But you'd better find the key soon, Mrs. P.”


    “Oh, absolutely. Absolutely. But first, I must conclude you are troubled, or else you would have been sleeping. Why not use this time to discuss the situation?”


    Why not indeed? Mrs. Parnell was smarter than anyone else I knew and far less likely to let foolish feelings overwhelm her common sense.


    “Perhaps you could use a bit of help from an old soldier?”


    “I don't need help, Mrs. P., Elaine does.”


    “Ms. Ekstein is not a woman I've ever cared for greatly.”


    “Lots of people feel that way. But all the same, she never could have murdered anyone, even Benning.”


    “Tell me, Ms. MacPhee, can you be certain?”


    “I am absolutely convinced.”


    “Be that as it may, it's not as though she didn't bring all this trouble on herself.”


    I couldn't agree, at least not out loud. “Neither here nor there. Anyway, someone's definitely trying to frame her. The information hasn't been released to the media yet, but the police have a videotape of an unidentified person wearing Elaine's fake leopard coat and hat depositing the body in the Crystal Garden.”


    “Ah ha! Videotaped proof. And she says she did it. No wonder you are convinced of her innocence, Ms. MacPhee.”


    “No need to be sarcastic. The person in Elaine's hat and coat kept his or her face turned away. And if it had been Elaine, she'd have stopped to thumb her nose at the camera.”


    Mrs. Parnell sipped her sherry. When she came up for air she said, “Perhaps she didn't see the camera.”


    “No. She's been involved in so many women's committees on safety and security, she'd know where there were cameras, security guards, emergency phones in a downtown area in the night. Plus I am sure you realize, she couldn't kill someone in cold blood.”


    “Nevertheless, I expect it will do her a bit of good being locked up.”


    “Let me say this one more time. Elaine did not commit this crime. She might be her own worst enemy, but she does not belong in jail.”


    “I concede, Ms. MacPhee. I suppose we should rise to the occasion. So what is our plan of attack?”


    I plunked my glass on the table. “I think someone made fools of all of us. We're too emotionally involved with Elaine.…”


    “Speak for yourself.”


    “…and Lindsay.”


    “Ah, yes. Lindsay.”


    “We need to figure out what's really going on here. I'll talk, you react.”


    “Splendid. Let us begin with the big question: if not Ms. Ekstein, then who?”


    “I'll do the talking. Okay, in a typical murder, the guilty party is likely either a spouse, lover, family member or close friend, or a business associate with serious cash to gain or lose, or some drugged-out thug who meets the victim in the wrong place at the wrong time.”


    She nodded. She loved this kind of thing.


    “Call me sentimental,” I said, “but I figure you, Alvin, and Merv are not the perpetrators.”


    “Excellent. I will assume the same for you, Ms. MacPhee. And surely you can eliminate the random mugger. Whoever did this was organized, mobile and had done all the proper reconnaissance work.”


    “Never mind reconnaisance work, the killer must have known Elaine well in order to set her up by wearing her clothes. Otherwise that video didn't make sense.”


    “It is not necessary to keep banging your glass on the table.”


    “If you'll give me a chance to talk, I won't have to. Let's see, the spouse is usually the most likely suspect. But Rina was dead long before Benning's body rolled into the Crystal Garden.”


    “Someone in the late Ms. Benning's family might have the motivation,” Mrs. P. said.


    “I thought of that, but how could they have framed Elaine?”


    Mrs. P. wasn't giving up. “Nevertheless, let us leave no stone unturned.”


    Lucky me, I had my pen and paper. I started a TO DO list for Alvin and wrote “leave no stone unturned” on it.


    “Lovers are right up there with spouses,” I said.


    “Well, Ms. MacPhee, Lindsay is the most obvious of the lovers. Let us speculate that she exited the house in the night while we conveniently slept, slipped into Elaine's hat and coat and wheeled Benning's body into the Crystal Garden, all the while keeping her lovely face averted from the cameras. She certainly had the means and opportunity to drug us. And presumably him. He would not have been afraid of her.”


    I hated this version.


    “And what if Lindsay did kill him? She had reason enough. I quite like the girl,” Mrs. Parnell said.


    “You think I don't? Lindsay definitely had means, opportunity and big-time motive. The police wouldn't have to work hard to convince the Crown about that. She feared for her life and rightly so. She was much better off with him dead. She said it was time she opted for fight over flight.”


    “High time she did, too. Good for her.”


    “If he contacted her, she could easily have lured him to meet her. But it's still murder and premeditated. And may I remind you, if Lindsay did do it, that means she's deliberately framed Elaine.”


    Mrs. Parnell topped up her sherry. Lester and Pierre cheeped.


    I rubbed my forehead. “On the other hand, let's use our brains. Lindsay's so delicate, she'd never have the strength to move a body.”


    “Nonsense, Ms. MacPhee, were you truant during all your high school physics classes?”


    So I'd skipped a few of them, but how did she know? “What?”


    “Pulleys, wheels, incline planes, winches and other contrivances. Don't forget the pyramids, Ms. MacPhee. Moving the body wouldn't be the big problem. No, in favour of Lindsay's innocence, I would say she loved Ralph Benning.”


    “I'm with you there, but we have to think it through. There's something else troubling me. When we saw her in the morning, she was not wearing the same outfit she fell asleep in. Remember that cream-coloured cashmere ensemble? It should be in her home somewhere. It's not. I was searching for it when I got into that dust-up with Merv and Alvin.”


    “Another indication that she'd gone out,” she said.


    “What do you mean, another one?”


    “Did you notice her boots lying in a puddle in the foyer in the morning?”


    “Yes.” I hadn't realized Mrs. P. had spotted them too.


    “But how would she have eluded the officers outside?” Mrs. Parnell sipped her sherry speculatively.


    “They were obviously drugged too. I'm certain of that.”


    “Ah! The pizza or the coffee?”


    “Well, Lindsay didn't touch her pizza.”


    “Everyone else tore into theirs.”


    “That's the bad news. And everybody drank coffee. Even the cops, although we didn't actually see them drink it. Everybody except Lindsay.”


    “Troubling. But how would Lindsay have known where to find Elaine's coat?” A stream of smoke wafted by my face.


    “She didn't need to know in advance. She could have nipped the keys to the SUV, spotted the coat and hat and used them to throw suspicion onto Elaine.”


    “To cast suspicion on a friend, that is not in the least bit sporting. If she did that, she'll get no sympathy from these quarters.”


    “Wait a minute, this is all conjecture. I still don't think it was either Elaine or Lindsay. Elaine's nutty, but not cruel, and this was a cruel crime. I can't imagine Lindsay carrying out such a calculated scheme. Never mind showing enough imagination to encase the bastard in ice. But if the police or the Crown get wind of the fact Lindsay left the house, they might even decide Elaine and Lindsay colluded to kill Benning.”


    “They could both end up in the hoosegow. We will have to get busy, Ms. MacPhee.” She leaned over and refilled my glass before I could protest.


    “You bet. And while we're busy, we should ask ourselves why they're both lying. You can stay up and do that. This sherry is messing up my brain, and I need a good night's sleep so I can think clearly in the morning. So hand over my key.”


    “Young people. Personally, I believe sleep is highly overrated.”


    
      * * *
    


    I had a faint post-sherry throb in my temple when Alexa showed up at my door, in full make-up, at eight-thirty the next morning.


    “No can do. I have a full slate today. And I'm already way behind schedule.”


    “This will take a minute.”


    “Look, Alexa, I see the light of madness in your eyes. But even so, we both know it will not take a minute for me to pick out a bridesmaid's dress. I don't have a spare couple of hours today. So forget it.”


    “Not a chance. I'll be in your face until you get that dress, so get with the program.”


    In your face? Get with the program? What had happened to my warm-hearted favourite sister? I headed for the kitchen.


    “You know, Alexa,” I said as the coffee worked its slow, slow way through the drip, “this wedding has eaten your brain. You know, Paul and I just eloped, if you remember…”


    Talk about a reaction. “Of course I remember.”


    “Why are you yelling?”


    “Maybe you and Paul were happy, but no one else was.”


    “What?”


    “Who do you think dealt with Daddy, Little Miss Totally Utterly Selfish?”


    My next door neighbour banged on the wall.


    “Fine, maybe my elopement wasn't such a big hit with the family. So what?”


    “So what? So what? The elopement, as you so casually call it, was the worst calamity ever in our family.”


    “Be serious.”


    “How do you think Daddy reacted when his youngest daughter married outside the Church? It almost killed him.”


    “Keep your voice down. Do you think I want to get evicted?”


    “Easy for you. Daddy thought you were going to hell and you were boinking on a beach somewhere…


    “Boinking?” That was hardly fair. Paul and I had had an ideal honeymoon, nibbling beignets, moving to the street music of New Orleans, making love. Not that I ever let myself think about that.


    “Who do you think calmed Daddy down? I respected your choice. I didn't have the choice of a beautiful wedding the first time, and I want one.”


    “Fine. But I have to get Elaine out of jail.”


    “My wedding is more important.”


    “Elaine is more important than some outdated mating ritual.” Oh, dirty trick. She started to cry. “Come on, Alexa. Calm down.”


    “I will not. You're miserable because you have no one in your life, and you're so grouchy you'll never have anybody either and you want everyone else to suffer too.”


    “Fine. I'll go get the goddam dress. Just stop blubbering.”


    
      * * *
    


    Alexa fixed her makeup yet again, this time using the rearview mirror as we waited at a red light. She kept talking while she fluffed her hair. “Promise me you'll behave.”


    “Of course I'll behave.”


    “Of course, nothing. You know what you're like.”


    “Fine. Don't cry.”


    “If you promise to behave I'll give you a nice bit of gossip.”


    “Like I care about gossip.”


    “It's not gossip. It's more like information. You'll care about this. I guarantee it.”


    “What is it?”


    “Say, I promise to behave like a normal human being.”


    “This better be good.”


    “It's good. Promise.”


    “Okay, what's the poop?”


    “When we're finished shopping.”


    Some things are easier said than done. “That could be a while. We're in the Market in the winter. We'll never get a parking space.”


    “There's a car pulling out.” A Saab driven by a man with a competitive look positioned itself to nose in ahead of her.


    Alexa gunned her Volvo. Mr. Saab took one look at Alexa's face and reversed hastily. Alexa shot into the spot.


    “I liked you more before you morphed into the Überbride.”


    Alexa snatched her purse and opened the door. “Hop to it.”


    When we reached the shop, she grabbed my arm. “Listen to me. You're going to be polite to the sales staff and you're going to find a dress and then you can go do your so-called important items. And in the meantime, I don't want any bullshit from you. Do I make myself clear?” She brushed a snowflake from her nose.


    “Oh, yes.”


    The minute they opened for business, I followed her through the door of doom into Mimi Melanson's Bridal Bower.


    “It's an emergency,” Alexa told the assembled sales force.


    To do them credit, no one remarked on my red wool hat, although I noticed one sales clerk had trouble taking her eyes off it. I smiled at her and stroked the hairs on my upper lip.


    The woman blanched. “Well,” she said, “we'll give it a shot.”


    Go ahead, I thought, let's see you cope with the long underwear, the thermal socks and the fleece. The conversation dragged a bit from that point, because I found myself silenced by the acres of peau de soie and tons of seed pearls.


    An hour and a half later we headed out, still dressless. The entire staff looked ready to bolt for the back room in search of a bracing snort of brandy.


    Alexa got into the car and slammed the door behind her. I opened the passenger side and slid in. “It's not my fault every single dress looked awful on me.”


    “I wouldn't say awful”


    “Revolting then. Let's have that information.”


    “You don't deserve it.”


    “Yes, I do. And you'd better keep your end of the bargain if you want me to behave the next time we shop.”


    “All right. Tomorrow. Holt Renfrew.”


    “No problem.”


    “Well, all right. It's about the police officers stationed outside Lindsay Grace's home the night of the murder.”


    I held my breath.


    “I overhead another detective talking to Conn. Don't let on I told you. Apparently, they were drugged.”


    “Of course they were drugged.”


    “You knew?”


    “Not hard to figure out. Did all of them show evidence of drugs?”


    Alexa pursed her lips. “I overheard a conversation. I didn't read a report.” “No need to be crabby.”


    “I am not crabby. Anyway, Miss-Know-It-All, the guy told Conn they had the results back from the lab and it sounded like Row-something. Maybe in their coffee.”


    Rohypnol. Better known on the street as roofies. The date rape drug.


    “Well, Elaine sure wouldn't drug anyone. Who knows, one of us could have polished off two or three cups of coffee and then what?”


    “They're convinced she did it.”


    “Where would Elaine get Rohypnol, for God's sake?”


    “Stop snapping at me. He didn't say how she got it, but he did mention she gave a pot of coffee to the officers. The row-something showed up in their urine.”


    True. “Rats.”


    “You're Elaine's lawyer. Wouldn't they have to give you this information anyway?”


    “Sure. In time.”


    “That's why I could tell you with a clear conscience. So you have a head start. And tomorrow we'll get your dress.”


    I closed my eyes and replayed the scene in the kitchen. I'd slugged down a large mug of coffee from the same thermos Constable James had carried to the cruiser. Elaine had poured hers from the same thermos the others did. It was damned unlikely she'd dosed herself with Rohypnol.


    Too bad so much time had passed. There'd be no way to get reliable results from urine tests of the rest of us at this stage, so that wouldn't help us pinpoint anyone. Why the hell hadn't I thought of roofies? Plenty of my clients had been undone by them. The whole thing made me irritable.


    I got some of it out of my system by giving my sister a bit of advice. “You're about to marry a cop. You can't go around telling people what he says about the job.”


    “I'd never do that.”


    “You just did.”


    “No. Conn didn't say anything. The other fellow did. And it wasn't official police business, I joined them when they were socializing over a beer.”


    “Even so, you have to be careful not to repeat things. Except with me, of course.”


    “I thought you'd be pleased to have the inside story.”


    “Indeed, I'm thrilled. And since we're sharing inside information, do you have Leonard Mombourquette's cellphone number?”


    In my family, you press your advantage whenever you have one. As Alexa copied out the number and handed it to me, I looked straight ahead. “Is that a parking ticket on your windshield, Alexa?”

  


  
    Fourteen


    I prefer not to break bread with Det. Sgt. Leonard Mombourquette. But I found myself between a rock and a rat. Even though it was nearly noon and I hadn't set foot in the office, Elaine had to be my priority.


    Mombourquette surprised me and agreed to meet at The Mayflower. He didn't even hesitate. When I arrived, on foot and out of breath, he was already waiting in a booth.


    “Nice hat,” he said.


    “Nice ears,” I said.


    It was lunchtime, and we opted for the Winterlude Specials. I had chicken pot pie. Mombourquette took the tourtière. We followed it up with carrot cake with cream cheese icing. “Gotta get all your food groups,” Mombourquette said.


    I agreed. I was glad to eat whenever I had the chance, since I had kissed regular meals goodbye.


    It was a long time to spend in Mombourquette's company, but I reminded myself Elaine merited serious sacrifice. On the up side, I figured he'd be as emotionally distanced from weddings as I was.


    “So,” I said, “this wedding fuss. Giving you a headache?”


    “What do you mean?”


    “You know all this hassle about the perfect flowers, they have to be calla lilies and they have to be the precise shade of cream. I mean, do you believe there are dozens of shades of cream, and then the lights matter a lot and the type of deckle on the edge of the invitations…”


    He shrugged.


    “Not to mention the hysteria about the music.”


    “Well…”


    “And the candles, for God's sake, they have to be special too.”


    “It's all…”


    “Exactly. Especially the business with the dresses. It's enough to make you nuts. Do I look like I want to wear a butt-ugly bridesmaid's dress at my age?”


    “What's eating you? I think the wedding will be beautiful. Two nice people happen to be very much in love and deserve some happiness. Why shouldn't they celebrate it?”


    I spilled a bit of coffee. Very much in love? “Sorry, call me crazy, but I remember you gave McCracken a hard time about getting involved with a member of my family.”


    “But now I understand the difference relationships can make in the quality of a person's life.”


    “Sorry? I missed that.”


    Mombourquette squirmed a bit on the banquette. “You know. Love.”


    “Love?” I'd never suspected Mombourquette was aware of the concept.


    He narrowed his beady little eyes. “Problem with that?”


    No matter what kind of situation you find yourself in with Mombourquette, you always have to be careful not to corner him. “I never expected you to believe in love.”


    “What do you mean? Of course I believe in love—I'm human.”


    “Well, hey, I'm certainly human.”


    “Good thing you told me, Camilla. It sure doesn't show.”


    I felt like reaching out my icy Sorel and stepping on his tail.


    “Okay, Leonard, forget the wedding. I'm on another project. Saving Elaine Ekstein from a life sentence.”


    Did I imagine his pale gray complexion turned a soft dusty rose? I wasn't about to let up. “So. You think she did it? I mean Elaine is an extraordinarily bad driver. She does have a serious record of traffic tickets, even though she pays them, and this criminal life is a slippery slope. It doesn't take much to move on from parking under a No Parking sign in front of City Hall to fast-freezing the bodies of your enemies and plunking them in parks as part of a ceremonial display.”


    Sure, I talked smart, but he had me worried. If the evil wedding spirits could get to Mombourquette, no one was safe. But I had other fish to fry. “My calculations tell me you didn't have that surveillance tape in your hot little hands before you rousted us at Lindsay's.”


    I liked the way he couldn't quite meet my eye.


    “Right, so what made you and McCracken focus on Elaine?”


    He stared down at the table.


    “Hmm?”


    He fiddled with a package of sugar.


    “Intuition, maybe?”


    He shook his head.


    “Let me guess, you consulted a psychic?”


    The sugar packet ripped. “We got a call.”


    “How convenient. It didn't occur to anyone the caller might want to put Elaine in the frame?” I did not suggest Elaine was wacky enough to place the call herself. Why buy trouble?


    “Of course it occurred to us,” he said.


    “The rest of your colleagues seem happy to think Elaine did it. And tickled pink to charge her.”


    He shook his head. “Pressure from up the line.”


    “Maybe it's the same place up the line that made sure the evidence against Benning didn't hold up in all those earlier charges?”


    He shrugged. I took it as a maybe.


    “What's the grudge against Elaine, anyway?”


    “I think she made our lives miserable about a lot of cases. Particularly in spousal abuse cases where charges were dropped against batterers because of evidence problems. And she was always agitating for public inquiries and demanding official apologies.”


    I nodded. “That's our girl.”


    Mombourquette said, “Anyway, she made plenty of enemies. Inside the force and out.”


    I had to agree. “Any names?”


    “Be serious.”


    “What about the officers outside the house? You think one of them was involved with Benning in some way?” I was careful not to get Alexa into the soup.


    “They weren't in on it.”


    “How can you be sure?”


    “Trust me.”


    “Yeah, right.”


    “Look, this will come out eventually, but those three officers were drugged. They were still knocked out when we arrived.”


    “All of them?”


    “What? Yes, all of them.”


    “How do you know one of them wasn't left awake?”


    “If one had been awake, don't you think they would have reported the others passed out?”


    “Not if that was part of the plan to get rid of Benning. Maybe he left his sleeping colleagues, stole Elaine's clothes, lifted her keys when we were out cold, then killed Benning and dumped him.”


    Mombourquette was on his feet. Red as a fresh bottle of ketchup.


    I said, “That Constable James, he's a wiry little guy, not much bigger than Elaine, with a collar up over that mustache, he could pass. He could have slipped out while the others were knocked out. A cop could probably get his mitts on Rohypnol easily.”


    “Rohypnol? Who said anything about that?”


    Oops.


    “How'd you hear about the Rohypnol?”


    “Just speculation. Why? Did I get it in one?”


    “Get this, Camilla—”


    “You might want to be careful raising that finger, Leonard. You could find it gets caught in a trap.” That was going nowhere. I tried another tactic. “So, I'm about to head over to the Regional Detention Centre. Hell of a place, although I don't expect you law enforcement officers to agree. It's great to keep the streets safe, but it's sure not the best environment for Elaine.”


    “I know. She's way too gentle to be locked up there with those animals.”


    Gentle? “Yes, I would hate to have anything happen to her because you guys fingered her to cover someone a little closer to home.” Double gotcha.


    “We didn't.”


    “Then why would anyone even try to press charges? No matter how they feel about her personally.”


    “Earth to Camilla. Didn't Elaine tell the world she did it?”


    True enough. “So what?” If I didn't know better, I'd have said that Mombourquette's face was wracked with anguish.


    “You got gas, Leonard?”


    Mombourquette shrugged into his jacket. “I got something else. I got news for you. You let your innocent client speak for herself in front of television cameras, and she'll end up convicted. They won't even have to go to trial.”


    “Tell me something I don't know.” But I was speaking to his retreating back. I noticed he'd stuck me with the check.


    
      * * *
    


    When the going gets tough, the tough get going. So the tough were getting going, but first the tough had better mobilize a few ground soldiers.


    “Alvin,” I said, when I pushed open the door to Justice for Victims. The fragrance of coconut suntan lotion filled the air.


    “Weather is here, wish you were beautiful,” he sang.


    My tolerance for Jimmy Buffett songs was slight at the best of times, which this was not. But I smiled brightly anyway.


    “Your decor is really starting to make a difference.” I referred to the small palm tree on my desk chair as well as the beach scene painted on the window of Justice for Victims.


    Common sense told me I should have a close look at the painting before any clients showed up. But where did common sense ever get me in dealing with Alvin?


    “Welcome back to Margaritaville,” he said.


    “This approach will certainly make the long winter days fly by.”


    “No,” he said.


    “No what?” I wished it could be no palm trees, no window paintings, no Jimmy Buffett, no eau de coconut.


    “No. No, nay, never, nein, nyet, nada, non, nix, ixnay.”


    I moved the palm from my chair to his and sat down.


    “Right, so that's settled. Here's what I'd like you to do.”


    “What part of ixnay don't you understand, Camilla?”


    “Here's the drill, Alvin.”


    “Not for me.” Rays from the paper sun taped over my desk lamp glinted off his cat's eye sunglasses.


    “We're going to find out who set up Elaine.”


    “You won't get me involved in a plan to implicate Lindsay, if that's what you're up to. Forget it.”


    I was a jump ahead of him this time. “You're right, Alvin. And you will remember that Lindsay is a client of mine. Mine, Alvin. Mine. All mine. And that I care about what happens to her and care deeply too. You will also remember that I arranged for Merv to watch over her and keep her safe from Benning.”


    Alvin's thin lips pursed. “Merv. He thinks he's God's gift.”


    “You said it, Alvin.”


    “He's keeping Lindsay away from everyone else.”


    “Ah, well, it's Merv's disposition to be a boil on the backside of humanity.” I needed to give Alvin his marching orders and get the show on the road. “As soon as we get this mess cleared up, Lindsay's life will be back to normal, and I'll remind her of everything you did.”


    Alvin frowned.


    I added, “By which I mean, let's find out who killed Benning mondo quicko.”


    “No way, Camilla. You think Lindsay did it, and you want me to be a party to getting her arrested and I won't do it.”


    My fingers twitched. “Of course you won't, Alvin. And I'm not asking you to. You and Merv are both right. Lindsay is a victim, and of course she couldn't have killed Benning. But surely you don't think Elaine is guilty.”


    He turned his head. “I guess not. Although she did say she was. But that's Elaine, right?”


    “Right. So if she didn't kill Benning, then who did?”


    “Not…”


    “Don't worry, not Lindsay.” I put my hand to my nose in case it was getting longer.


    “But you were going on about that sweater and insinuating that she was guilty.”


    “Look, Lindsay left the house that night while we slept. Some of her clothes are missing, plus her wet boots were in the entrance in the morning. I need to know why.”


    “I won't do anything to harm her.”


    “That's the point, Alvin. Benning must have enticed her somehow, and we need to know who and what she saw. If Lindsay is a witness to any part of what happened, then she's in danger herself.”


    “You mean someone could try to hurt her?”


    “Think about it. We've been so worried about Benning, and now that he's dead we figure it's all over. But somebody killed him, and if it wasn't Elaine or Lindsay, who was it? And what will he do next?”


    Alvin nodded. “I never thought Elaine did it, but she's a lot tougher than Lindsay.”


    “Don't go there, Alvin. If Elaine actually gets to trial, as her lawyer, I have an obligation to throw suspicion on others. I'll have to subpoena Lindsay. She'll be on trial even if she's never charged.”


    “I guess you're right.”


    “Yup. So, since the police and the Crown are being their usual obstructionist selves, here's what we do. You chase down Rina Benning's relatives and see if any of them might have been in a position to finish off Benning. While you're at it, check out Lindsay's family.”


    “They've never given her a moment's support. They cut her off when she took up with Benning. You know that.”


    “Maybe something happened to change that situation.”


    “Hey, where will you be while I'm doing all the work?”


    “I'll be checking out the police, my dear Watson.”

  


  
    Fifteen


    “Look. I just called to apologize, Conn. I guess I've been a bit hard-nosed lately. But I am going to pick out a dress. Probably later today. Check with Alexa, she'll confirm we've already made a start. We're heading to Holt's in a handbasket. I'm being held up a bit because I have to research the exact timing of the arrival of the late Mr. Benning in Confederation Park on the night of his demise.”


    “You'll get all the information you're entitled to in plenty of time to prepare for the preliminary hearing, unless of course, your client continues to plead guilty, and then you won't need it at all. I hope you aren't asking me for information outside the normal channels. Again.” Conn McCracken's voice had an edge, but then it so often does.


    “Certainly not. I don't know how you can even suggest such a thing. I would like your special day to go perfectly. But until I get the timing of the murder nailed down, I'm not free to shop, even though I know how important it is. I'm sure, you, as a seasoned investigator, will understand my priorities.”


    “You must think I'm stupid,” Conn said. “You get off your arse and stop upsetting your sister and get that dress before I start dusting off your files. Might find unpaid parking tickets, information on cases in the dead files, attempts to extort information from an officer of the law. Get my drift?”


    I got it.


    
      * * *
    


    I figured Mombourquette might take a different view.


    “No can do,” he said, when I phoned.


    “Hey, no hard feelings. I was hoping I could find out the time Benning was deposited in the Crystal Garden, then I could make a better case to help Elaine. It must be torment for her in the RDC, but what the hey, she brought it on herself by confessing. I think I'll give the case a rest until after the wedding. I should be out buying an outfit to wear anyway.”


    “The wedding's not until the 14th. You mean you're going to let Elaine wait until then?”


    “What can I do? My family's on my back. You don't know what that's like. But trust me, no options here.”


    “I'm beginning to learn about that,” he said mysteriously. “But even so, I don't think you can let your client just hang.”


    “Oh, she won't hang, Leonard,” I chuckled. “Twenty-five years without parole's the worst that can happen to our girl.”


    I swear to God he gasped before he said, “Just after two. Off the record, of course.”


    “Of course.”


    
      * * *
    


    Okay, so I was stopped. I couldn't proceed to build any defence without key information: for instance, what exactly did the police know about the state of Benning's body when it was found. On the videotape, you could clearly see the kneeling figure of Benning encased in ice.


    But a body wouldn't freeze solid in a few minutes. These things take time. Plus they take facilities. Benning had been over six feet tall and at least one-eighty. It would take a full chest freezer to do a number on him. I figured it had been somewhere around eleven p.m. when the gang at Lindsay's, and the cops guarding us, had conked out.


    Three hours. I can't get ice cubes to freeze that fast.


    Unless Benning's body had lost all its warmth, would a coating of ice even stay frozen? In order to make the case against Elaine, the cops would have to demonstrate that three hours was enough time to find Benning, kill him, decorate him for the ice sculpture, load the van, assuming she had one in the first place, and drop the body off at the WAVE section of the Crystal Garden.


    What's more, if Lindsay had gone out to meet someone, it couldn't have been Benning. So something didn't make sense.


    I wouldn't expect much luck getting McCracken to give me the info I needed. I might do okay with Mombourquette, but I'd need to play my cards right. In the meantime, I needed to know how long it would take to get a body to freeze like that and under what conditions. Then I had to work back in time to demonstrate that Elaine couldn't have killed him. Piece of cake, you'd think. But until I lucked into that info, I was stopped.


    I don't like being stopped. I put a call in to the pathology department of the Ottawa Hospital and asked for Dr. Harry Varty. Just my luck, Dr. Varty was down with bronchitis. Apparently, the latest strain of the flu had decimated the staff.


    “It's a horrible winter,” the assistant at the path lab said.


    “Tell me about it.”


    “I'll leave him the message, but we don't expect him to be on his feet before next week.”


    For some reason, she didn't want to give me his home number. What the hell, I figured, another brick wall.


    Speaking of brick walls, I gave P. J. a call. He was always plugged into what was happening. If I could reach him and stay on the ball, there was a small chance I could get a bit more information about the case than I'd reveal. I left a message on his voice mail asking if we were still supposed to go skating with his sister's kids. Or was it too damn cold?


    I also left a message for Alvin suggesting he check the medical sciences library for information on the effects of freezing on humans. I also wanted to have a look at exactly what else might have been going on at the site where the videotape captured the deposit of Benning's body. While I was at it, maybe I could clear up who'd had access to the coffee and the pizza and who could have lifted Elaine's coat and hat.


    
      * * *
    


    “What hat?” The look of utter serenity on Elaine's heartshaped face didn't match the small stark legal interview room at the RDC. She had also said “what coat?”


    The session would have been a write-off if she hadn't slipped and answered one of my questions. Turned out the coffee had been left, in the thermoses, in the SUV, outside the Colonnade, while she picked up the pizzas. Of course, the SUV was locked. Did I think she was demented?


    “Look,” I said, “don't push me on this. Do you think I have nothing better to do with my life than to watch my friends get saddled with murder charges?”


    “Do you?”


    “Well, yes I do, Elaine. Lots.”


    “Like what? You have no life at all outside of Justice for Victims. Since last spring, you're grouchier than ever.”


    “I have no life? This is not about me. It's about you, Elaine.”


    “Well, then why did you ask me if I thought you had nothing better to do?”


    “I was making the point that you are wasting time. Yours. Mine. The justice system's. Everybody's time is getting seriously squandered here. If you leave out the media field day, the only person who benefits is the guilty party.”


    “But I have explained to you that I am the guilty party.”


    “Put a sock in it, Elaine. Someone killed that asshole and with good cause. And we both know it wasn't you.”


    “Well, holy moly, if it wasn't me, I certainly couldn't tell you who it was.” She gazed up at the ceiling.


    I watched my hands, afraid if I took my eyes off them they'd wrap themselves around her neck and squeeze.


    “I'm not suggesting you know who killed him. But since someone who looked a lot like you wheeled a body out of a van and into the Crystal Garden on a dolly, I have to ask questions, and since the someone was wearing what looked a lot like your faux fur hat and coat, I have to ask myself if you are protecting someone. Say someone who had access to your clothing. My question is, are you? And if so, who?”


    She looked surprised. “My leopard hat and coat? Why? They were locked in the SUV.”


    “Listen, you were wearing your parka at Lindsay's. It was still there in the morning. Yet the video shows you wearing the coat and hat. You claim they were locked in the SUV. So tell me, did you change outside when it was minus thirty-five? And then change back again? And why?”


    She didn't miss a beat. “Sure I did. They don't call me The Ice Queen for nothing.”


    She was enjoying this far too much, especially the media habit of calling her the Ice Queen. I had a half-baked theory she might be protecting someone else at WAVE, but the more I looked at her grin, the more I wondered if I'd ever extract the truth from her.


    “Don't be such a turkey. Who has a key to the SUV?”


    “No one. I wish you'd believe me that I killed him, Camilla. Alone and without any help. It would save everyone a lot of trouble. We could plead guilty with justification, and we'd be away to the races.”


    “If that's how you want to refer to maximum security, sure. We'd be away all right. I don't know how much trouble it would save, though.”


    “I can take it.”


    “I'm sure you'll love prison. Especially with the new regional arrangements for women. Plenty of social projects to keep you busy for the next twenty-five years.”


    “Couldn't you try to understand, Camilla?”


    Was everybody in the entire world demented? “All right. Let me be fair. Maybe you did do it. Who's to say? Why not?”


    “I'm glad you're coming around, Camilla.”


    I leaned in until I was about a half inch from her face. “Look, I'm willing to try to think that you might have done it, but you're going to have to work with me here. How did you drive the van?”


    “Van?” Elaine frowned.


    “You know what a van is, Elaine. You've almost collided with enough of them. So a van arrived and a person looking like you wheeled out a large box using a dolly and that box contained the body of Ralph Benning encased in ice.”


    Her eyes widened. “Really? I mean, yes, that's what happened.”


    “We're getting somewhere. So tell me, since when are you strong enough to load a box containing the body of a large man onto a dolly and wheel that dolly off the van you think you drove?”


    “In an emergency, you find strength you didn't know you had.”


    “And the Valium you drugged us all with? Where did you get that?”


    “Valium? It's everywhere. The whole thing was just too easy.”


    Bingo. She had no clue about the Rohypnol. I knew she hadn't done it. “It's frigging amazing all right. So who were your accomplices?”


    She leaned back against the bare wall and smiled again. “I acted alone. And I'm proud of it.”


    “I want to tell you something, Elaine.”


    “No, it's time for me to tell you something.”


    
      * * *
    


    I was steaming when I checked out through the elaborate security and passed through the tall gate with the razor-wire top at the Regional Detention Centre. I kicked the tire of Mrs. Parnell's LTD. It seemed better than kicking the next human being I encountered.


    I sat in the car and tried breathing normally for three minutes. Enough time to fog the windows. It took another five minutes with the defrost going full blast before I could see to ease out onto Innis Road and begin the fifteen minute drive downtown.


    It would take a lot longer to get over being fired by Elaine.

  


  
    Sixteen


    I left another voice mail message for P.J., and he left one for me. A bracing round of telephone tag followed until I left my final shot. “Sure, you can play games, but remember the guys at The Sun are happy to return my calls.”


    I figured that should get him.


    
      * * *
    


    The Crystal Garden site was lovely. Even though the morning sun beat down on the ice sculptures, they were holding up well. Happy tourists took pictures in front of transparent whales, ships and symbols. Lots of scarves, lots of smiles. I found no indication the sculpture of Justice with Benning inside of it had ever been there. I checked and rechecked for the location of the security camera.


    Surprise, surprise.


    There wasn't one.


    
      * * *
    


    When the going gets tough, the tough get nasty.


    That's what caused me to trot across to the Elgin Street Courthouse later in the morning. Nastiness laced with a dose of desperation. It brought me face to face with Mia Reilly. She strode along the second floor corridor in a sleek black suit with a touch of Lycra. The whole effect made her long legs seem longer and her blonde hair blonder. She made a fine poster girl for the benefits of physical fitness.


    “Mia.” I showed my teeth. “Good morning.”


    She glanced at me without breaking stride. “What do you want?”


    “Want? Me? Nothing.” I wanted a chance to pump her for inside dope she might have on the police connection to Benning.


    “Good, because I'm busy.”


    “I can tell by your cruising speed. I'm glad I ran into you. Maybe we could do lunch today.”


    “Lunch? I don't eat lunch. That's my time to run.”


    It was my time to stretch the truth. “Gee, bad day for running. It's warming up out there. Snow's melting and the sidewalks will be a mess soon. They're saying the canal will be unusable by the weekend. The paths alongside it haven't been plowed yet. Why don't you take a break at noon and join me at the Mayflower? My treat.”


    “I don't need a weather forecast from you. I run no matter what.”


    I believe the best defence is a good offence. Even so, I resisted the urge to yawn in her face. “Well, Mia, I am offended.”


    “Your problem.” She flashed her engagement ring, in case I had managed to forget about it.


    “Can't I run into you and say hello?” Can't I run after you would have been more accurate. I had to break into a gallop to keep up.


    “I notice you never wanted to do lunch before I was assigned to prosecute your client.”


    “Well, Mia, I'm glad you mentioned that.”


    “Sure you are.” She made a sharp right and zipped into the reception area of the Office of the Crown Attorney. The plum furniture matched her blouse perfectly.


    “I am. I didn't realize you had the case. That's terrific. It saves me calling your office.”


    “And that is so like you.”


    “Since we're talking girltalk, what makes you think you want to proceed with this ridiculous charge?”


    This time she stopped. Two clerks glanced up with interest as I almost hit the wall to avoid bumping into her.


    “Ridiculous? Your friend Elaine confessed. She killed Ralph Benning to make a political point. She's an extremist, as you well know. High on her own rhetoric. Pretty cold-blooded, wouldn't you say? It was clearly premeditated. If you have any brains, you'll have her plead down to manslaughter.”


    “What?”


    “Because if you don't, we'll get her for murder in the first and clang-clang the door closed for twenty-five years, no parole. Of course, there's always The Faint Hope clause.”


    “Are you out of your mind? You have people sashaying out of this Court House with suspended sentences after they murdered their mothers. Why would you go after Elaine this way?” I wanted to reach out and slap the self-satisfied smile off her face.


    “Because it was a horrific murder. Because we know we'll get her. Because it's high-profile. And because it will be a feather in my cap when we do.”


    Oh, right. I'd forgotten how irritatingly ambitious she was.


    I found myself sputtering. “Listen, aren't you the people who couldn't keep Benning behind bars for repeated injuries to his wife? Don't you wonder why? Don't you realize someone in the police force messed with that mountain of evidence? Didn't it occur to you the same person would have framed Elaine? Take a trip to the ice sculpture site. There's no security camera there. Someone set that video up to draw attention to Elaine. You're dreaming in colour if you think this won't come out in court.”


    I could see she didn't believe me. “If you practiced law instead of taking the easy way out with that pathetic agency of yours, Camilla, you'd remember we get the results we want here.”


    “Forget the feather in your cap. You'll come off looking like a fool. She's not guilty, and that's the plea we'll enter.”


    “And what does your client want?”


    I stopped myself from saying, “who cares what my client wants,” since, in fact, I didn't have a client anymore. This didn't seem like the time to mention it.


    “Remember: guilty plea or twenty-five.” She flashed the rock once more before she disappeared behind the plum-coloured door, leaving her lingering scent of spice, cedar and bergamot.


    Okay, so that hadn't gone too well either. I was down but not out. And Mia was not the only game in town.


    
      * * *
    


    Don't ask me why the sound of Lindsay Grace weeping bothered me so much. She hadn't forfeited all emotional rights when she took up with Benning. She'd lost her position, her mental stability, her reputation, her ability to sleep through the night and her health. Her tears unsettled me. I thought the death of Ralph Benning constituted grounds for celebration. Cakes, sparklers, voices raised in song. I knew she wouldn't feel the same, but I found her swollen eyes a bit more than I could take. It must have showed.


    “I'm sorry.” She blew her nose.


    Merv gave me a glare that would have reduced a lesser woman to a grease spot on the maple floor.


    “Don't worry about it.” I handed Lindsay a tissue. “I understand how you must feel.”


    Merv snorted.


    “That's a most unattractive sound, Merv.”


    “And a well-deserved one,” Merv said.


    “I do understand, Lindsay. But I need to talk to you about who might have killed Ben…Ralph.”


    “You're too frigging much, Camilla.” Merv snatched the box of tissues.


    “It's all right,” Lindsay said.


    “No, it isn't,” Merv said. “She's way out of line, and she has no right to hassle you.”


    Lindsay reached over and patted his hand. “She has to do this.”


    “Correct,” I said. “Lindsay, Elaine has been a good friend to you. You know the Crown Attorney is prepared to throw the book at her unless we find out who actually did it.”


    “I know.”


    “You understand why I need to ask you questions.”


    She smiled a pale smile. “There's no good time.”


    “Right.” I tried not to concentrate on Merv looming largely in the background.


    “Think about who might have wanted to kill Ralph Benning.”


    “I don't know. I didn't want to kill him myself, and yet he threatened my life over and over again. Don't ask me to explain it.”


    “Fine, anyone else you can think of?”


    “Even though I know I'm better off with him dead.” She stopped to blow her nose again. “I know it, but I'll never feel it.”


    “Right. Let me rephrase the question. Could anyone else be better off with him dead?”


    “Well, Rina, of course, but she couldn't have done it.”


    I tried not to think about Rina Benning's tragedy. Time to steer the conversation back to Lindsay. “Did anyone who cared for you want him out of the way?”


    Merv grunted.


    “Present company included.” I added.


    “No. My family washed their hands of me after Ralph's cases started to make the news. To tell the truth, we were estranged before then. I guess they felt disgraced. Their daughter living in sin was bad enough, shacked up with a convicted criminal and a married criminal to boot was too much. In retrospect, I suppose they had a point.” I caught the pale echo of a smile again.


    “But even so they must have hated him, not you. Maybe they held him responsible.”


    “No. They held me responsible. And they would never use physical violence. Too gritty. Too likely to make the papers. It would bring even more shame on the family.”


    “Maybe one of them snapped.”


    “I wouldn't expect them to kill Ralph for me. I would have been happy if my parents could even give me the time of day.”


    There's something to be said for sisters who are fighters, I thought. “Who else? Friends? Former lovers?”


    “No one. I've been cut off from everyone in my former life. He made it happen. I guess I let him. At first, my friends and colleagues were concerned, very worried. Then over time, they lost interest. I wouldn't listen. I had excuses for bruises, excuses for broken dates with friends, excuses for sudden changes in plans. Eventually people got fed up and drifted away. Then, one day, he was all I had.”


    “But there must be someone.” The emotion in Merv's voice would have been enough to make another woman blush. But Lindsay remained in her own world.


    “No. People get angry. They don't understand how an abusive person traps you. They think you can choose to leave and simply close the door and get on with your life. But Ralph would never release me. They blamed me for staying.”


    “Until Elaine.”


    “Yes. It took her a long time and a lot of talk, but she finally gave me the strength to make the break.”


    “That's why you're alive. Without Elaine, you might have arranged to meet him that last night. You might have helped him escape. You wouldn't have been able to resist.” I looked her straight in the eye and waited for the truth.


    She didn't fall for it. “You're right. I wouldn't have been able to survive without her. She felt passionate about my need to break free. She never stopped working on me. She kept insisting that understanding had to come first. And later, I would be able to get over the emotional damage. She tried to get me to respect myself.”


    “Elaine's behind bars, and, because of her desire to save people like you, she'll get convicted of murder.”


    “They'll never convict her.”


    “Why are you badgering Lindsay? Elaine fired you.”


    “Shut up, Merv. What is this talk? Of course they'll goddam well convict her. She'll plead guilty. If, and that's a big if, she gets a conditional sentence, the Crown will appeal. It'll be years before it's all resolved. And once she testifies she did it, even if she changes her mind, there could be mischief charges or worse. Perjury's a big deal. The system doesn't like to be made foolish. She'll serve jail time anyway.”


    Lindsay bit her lip.


    “Think about who you know who could have been involved. Think about Benning's business associates. Think about how he might have been connected with the police. And with whom. Elaine helped you. You have to help her.”


    Lindsay turned those luminous honey-coloured eyes on me. Even swollen and red-rimmed, they were beautiful. “I'll try to think if there could be anybody else capable of such a thing. I'll use my imagination. But…”


    “But what?”


    “Oh, Camilla, how can you believe Elaine didn't kill him?”


    Merv stood up. “Okay. Show's over.”


    It seemed like a good time to leave anyway. I'd reached Lindsay. Now all I had to do was wait.


    
      * * *
    


    Don't ask me what librarians see in Alvin. I don't want to know how he gets them to eat out of his hand. There's very little he can't find out in a reference department. Even when he shouldn't be able to.


    As soon as I get within sniffing distance of a reference desk, new rules spring out of the ground like tulips. Eyebrows shoot up. Questions are asked. Tempers flare. And I have never ripped covers from periodicals or removed entire volumes from tax-supported institutions without authorization.


    But I don't want to complain.


    “Present for you,” Alvin said, on his return to Justice for Victims.


    He dropped a batch of magazines on the desk in front of me and flicked the light layer of snow from his Day-Glo orange lei onto the floor. “I think you'll find these interesting.”


    “What are they?”


    “They're scientific journals. That's what you asked for.”


    “Do I see the stamp of the University of Ottawa Science Library?”


    “So?”


    “Stealing journals from a library is pretty low, Alvin.”


    “Like you wouldn't do it.”


    “Take them back.”


    “Relax, Camilla, just read these articles. They're about the effects of temperature on human tissue. They detail how long it would take a body to freeze under the ice at a given external temperature. I believe you sent me to find out. Am I wrong?”


    “No, you're not. But why did you have to steal the articles, Alvin?”


    His nose quivered. “What do you mean, steal?. I don't steal. I borrowed them. Lord thundering Jesus, they're from a library.”


    “I don't know why you couldn't just photocopy them. You're not even a student there.”


    “Do you want this stuff or not?”


    “Why can't you just search on the internet like everybody else?”


    Alvin snorted. “Thanks, Camilla, there's lots of great stuff on the net, but I like my info vetted by an expert who can show me the scientifically sound research. Lot of nutcases post so-called information out there. My way saves time and gets a quality product. We have high stakes here.”


    I hate to let him win. Especially if he's right. I eyed the stack with distaste.


    “Camilla, just read these. Then if it makes you happy, I'll slip them back into the stacks again when I go to see Angela.”


    Angela. That would be the latest librarian.


    What could I say? I needed to know when Ralph Benning had been iced before I could begin to clear Elaine. I'd also need to find an expert witness on the effect of freezing on bodies if the case ever came to trial.


    “Alvin, I have places to go and people to pester, so here's the drill. You, that means you by way of clarification, can sit here and go through these articles and then when you finish, you, you remember who that is, can tell me what you find out. And then you can get back to the library ASAP. With the files the cops have on you, if they get wind of this latest caper, it could be the final straw.”


    I didn't look back as I left the office.


    
      * * *
    


    Lucky me. Alexa had a floral emergency, which meant our shopping trip to Holt's could wait until the next day. I headed home.


    My luck held in the corridor of the 16th floor when Mrs. Parnell stuck her nose out the door, blew a stream of Benson and Hedges exhaust in my direction and claimed to be too busy to chat. “Lots of fine stuff on the web, Ms. MacPhee, most intriguing. We'll get Benning's cohorts pinned down, and then we will pick them off, one by one.”


    “Good. But you can't use the internet to tell you if he had a pile of cash stashed or if he pushed a high-level criminal too far.” Of course, I was talking to her door.


    Never mind. Mrs. Parnell's little calico cat was waiting optimistically in my apartment. She made no demands. She was always happy to curl up on the sofa and purr along with a friend. She didn't mind if the friend made a few phone calls.


    I left a message for P.J., a reminder message to Dr. Varty, the pathologist at the hospital, followed by a call to Conn McCracken. I tried to get a message to Elaine at the RDC. Finally, I called my sisters to say I'd be out all evening and not to bother phoning.


    Then I flicked on the television, ate a can of mushroom soup and crashed on the sofa until the sun came up.


    There's no life like it.

  


  
    Seventeen


    I woke up in a good mood, which doesn't happen often. In honour of the occasion, I made three resolutions. First, not to let the wedding preparations annoy me; second, to keep a cool head about the Elaine situation, and third, to relax a bit until it was time to resume the hunt for the elusive bridesmaid's dress. I shared a pleasant breakfast with Mrs. Parnell's cat and felt quite mellow by the time I had finished my toast and she had polished off her tuna.


    I checked the thermometer on my balcony and was surprised to see the temperature had shot up to plus three. Five minutes later, I realized it was probably as a result of heat generated by the headline in the City section of the Ottawa Citizen. It's always a mistake to read the paper before leaving the house.


    This time P. J. answered his cellphone on the first ring. “Took you long enough, Tiger.”


    “You little creep, what kind of friend are you?”


    “Hey, what's your problem? I'm doing my job. Same as you. Nothing to do with friendship.”


    “What friendship? Your nasty headline today. Ice Queen puts chill on hotheaded defence lawyer. What kind of crap is that?”


    “Hey, I just file the stories, I don't write the headlines, although I did think that one was cool.”


    “Enough with the jokes. You think this is funny for Elaine?”


    “Here's another tip for you. You might not think it's funny, but Elaine will be having the time of her life. You know she hired Berelson. Then she had him call a press conference to announce she'd fired you. And you're wondering what kind of friend I am.”


    “What a shitty sight to start the day.”


    “Of course it was. Don't take it personally; it's what I do, as the scorpion said to the frog. So tell me, froggie, ready to go skating on Sunday? Two little guys will be heartbroken if you don't.”


    Why do I always have to be the bad guy? “I wouldn't disappoint the kids. But you better watch your back.”


    
      * * *
    


    “It's good news,” Alexa said. “Elaine was always difficult. Being fired frees you for better activities, like skating with your friend's nephews.”


    She dabbed a little L'air du temps behind her ears and smiled out the window. Alexa's not the most subtle person in the world. I knew she meant it freed me to be more cooperative about the wedding. And I intended to be. We headed off for Holt's at around ten in a mood of cautious optimism.


    
      * * *
    


    “Well, of course, poor Elaine is an absolute saint. She was horrified by this man, and she knew she had to stop him before he killed anyone else.” Vanessa Gross-Davies might have been Chair of the Board of WAVE and a half-dozen other key groups, but she managed to look like she stepped from the pages of a fashion magazine. That's one of the advantages of marrying the CEO of a leading high-tech company.


    It didn't make it any more of a treat running into her in the handbag section of Holt Renfrew. I can't say she was glad to see me. “Great,” I said. “I sure would want to have you in my corner, Vanessa, if push came to shove.”


    Vanessa curved her lips into an expression that, on someone else, might have been a smile. A layer of frost formed on the tip of my nose. Alexa appeared to be fascinated by a display of Italian leather bags.


    “Well, Camilla, I am in Elaine's corner. I'm there for her whenever she needs me. Which I understand from the news last night and today is more than we can say for you.”


    “Right. As you said, Elaine has snapped. She won't talk to me, but if you're her friend, you must ask her to change her plea.”


    “Jack says Elaine played this one like a pro. The media spin is fabulous. It draws attention to the plight of battered women and the need for the rest of society to fight back.”


    “Tell Jack volunteering to be the defendant at a murder trial is more perilous than floating your first IPO. It's one thing to lose your shirt, it's another to lose your freedom. She needs people to talk sense into her, not encourage her in this ill-advised behaviour.”


    “That may be, but she doesn't need you. WAVE has arranged competent representation for her.”


    I didn't bite. “Don't get me wrong—I'm glad you and Jack and the board at WAVE are there for Elaine. She needs all the support she can get here. What did you think of her terrible situation at the Regional Detention Centre? Did you try to talk to her through the shield? They put in the Plexiglas after one of the visitors broke down the bars with a sledgehammer. Still, it breaks your heart, doesn't it?”


    The eyes hardened. “I haven't been able to visit her yet.”


    I bet you haven't, I thought. Ms. Gross-Davies would never park her cashmere bum next to a bunch of strung-out girlfriends and runny-nosed toddlers screaming for the old man behind the unbreakable window.


    “Ah, well, the pressures of a full schedule, I'm sure.”


    “We are having a fundraiser dinner for Elaine tonight, and that has taken a good deal of my time. And now if you'll excuse me, I am busy.”


    “Great, I'm so relieved. A new handbag is exactly what Elaine needs.”


    “We will do our best for Elaine. She has the finest legal representation, and she'll be out in no time.”


    “You're funding her legal expenses?”


    “We have secured Mr. Sam Berelson as her defence lawyer.”


    I already knew that. I also knew Berelson didn't make the front pages regularly by being second-rate. He didn't come free either.


    “Great. Elaine would never divert funds from WAVE to cover her own legal expenses, so it's wonderful you're paying for Berelson.” I reached over and clasped her hand. “Most generous. I am impressed.”


    She did her best to yank herself free, but I held tight. “Thank you. Thank you,” I said.


    “Someone call security!”


    On the other side of the counter, an elegant saleswoman reached for the phone.


    “Let go of me. And leave me alone. Elaine wants you to stay away from her and her friends too.”


    “Ah, yes,” I gave her one final squeeze, “I bet she does.”


    After that, I did my best to find a dress.


    For some reason, Alexa kept checking over her shoulder the entire time we spent in the store. We both found it hard to concentrate. When we left, still dressless, she didn't even whimper. I suggested, “Tomorrow will be better.”


    No argument.


    
      * * *
    


    When the going gets tough, the tough get sneaky. Daddy would have been proud of me. In late afternoon, I hit police headquarters. “I'm here to see Conn McCracken in Major Crimes.” I told the officer at the second floor desk outside the Criminal Investigation Division. “He's about to become my brother-in-law.”


    The officer yawned. I guess that didn't impress him much. Two minutes later, after a quick call from the desk, McCracken lumbered through the door and looked at me in a sadder but wiser way.


    “Good time of the year to work indoors,” I said as we hiked back down a narrow hall.


    I thought I heard a grunt. After that, I kept my mouth shut until I had plunked on the plastic visitor's chair in front of his desk. I smiled at him over the stacks of files in buff folders. I had to hand it to him, he kept an orderly workspace, which couldn't have been easy in an office that made Justice for Victims look spacious. An orderly desk was sign of a good mind, if you believed my father. I always hoped it wasn't true.


    An 8 x 10 photo of Alexa smiled down at us from on top of the four-drawer filing cabinet. McCracken settled his big body into his chair. “I'm glad you came by, Camilla.”


    “What?” I had to stop sounding like a dope, but every sentence I heard lately sounded more peculiar than the last.


    “There's a switch. Most people seem to remember pressing business elsewhere as soon as they see my face.”


    “I wonder why.”


    “No idea.”


    “Anyway. I needed to talk to you.”


    “Excellent, because I needed to talk to you too.”


    “Me first.”


    “Hey, go ahead. It's your turf.”


    “Okay.” He leaned forward. “Alexa is a wonderful person.”


    “Yes.”


    “She'd never hurt anyone.”


    “Right.”


    “She cares a lot about you.”


    “Is there a point?”


    “Please try to stop making her crazy. This wedding ceremony is so important to her. It would make a big difference if you would cooperate and not fight with the entire world. Just get the dress and be pleasant. Just ten days, Camilla, then the ceremony's over and you can be your miserable self.”


    I'd never heard McCracken talk so much in the eight months since I'd first met him. Maybe the shock had brought it on.


    “I'm doing my best. In fact, we've already been shopping today.”


    I didn't like the expression on his face. “Don't try shitting me, Camilla. I heard about that experience. Alexa doesn't need that kind of stress every step of the way. The least you could do is cooperate.”


    “Not a problem.”


    His eyes narrowed. “I wish I could believe you.”


    I looked around. “Where's Mombourquette?”


    “Finished for the day. He's headed for a workout.”


    “So, what's new on the Benning investigation? Did you find the van Benning was transported in? Forensic would be able to confirm pretty quickly if it was the one.”


    “Maybe you don't know it, Camilla, but we're short of resources. We can't waste time. Do you think we pursue cases that are solved?”


    “Solved? By solved do you mean arresting a wacky woman with a lot more heart than brains when she pretends to have committed a crime? When you find that van you won't find any trace of Elaine in it. I know it and so do you.”


    “I'll tell you something you should know. Word has come down you're persona non grata and members of the force are to watch out for you.”


    “Persona non grata? Why?”


    “Because you've been a pain in the ass of the brass.”


    “Well, I don't know, Conn, it seems to me I'm the same as always. Except for you and Mombourquette, I'm not in touch with any cops. So whose ass have I pained?”


    “I don't know. But the message has been clear. Whoever felt the pain, really felt it.”


    “So why talk to me?”


    “Why not? I got my thirty years in. I can retire any time, take it easy, and enjoy my new life. If I get suspended or disciplined, it won't matter much. Give me a bit more time for the wedding. But you won't find other officers feel the same way.”


    “Tell me, Conn, this so-called ‘word’ you're prepared to ignore, you don't find it revealing?”


    “What do you mean?”


    “I mean Benning obviously had a well-placed contact who helped him get off more than once. Do you think he broke out this last time without inside backing? It's not possible. It had to be a connection in the police. When Benning went right over the edge, he became an incredible liability for his inside man. I thought it was some undercover cop but this message points up the ladder to someone with clout. Someone who would need to get Ralph Benning out of the way before word about the relationship leaked out. The rest of you are dancing to his tune. So who's behind the message, Conn?”


    
      * * *
    


    I was almost in the elevator before I caught my breath. I guess you can push Conn McCracken only so far. If I'd been a good little girl I would have kept going and headed out the door and onto Elgin Street.


    Instead, I stayed on the second floor and zipped down the hall towards the police gym. What the hell, it was the last chance I'd get to visit, what with directives and all. I peered through the glass slot in the door, and sure enough, caught sight of Mombourquette.


    I ditched my jacket and boots in the empty office around the corner and headed in. The police gym smelled just like any other. Mombourquette was working with the free weights. Developing his pecs, I figured. And not a moment too soon. From the far end of the gym came the steady thunk of basketballs.


    “Hey, Leonard!” I said.


    “What are you doing here?” Mombourquette didn't break his routine for a second.


    “I need to see you.”


    “We're not supposed to talk to you.”


    “I don't understand that. Maybe you can explain it to me. But first, I wanted to know if you'd heard the latest about Elaine.”


    “I'm serious, Camilla. Get out of here.”


    “Sheesh. What a welcome. I was heading in to see Conn about family matters, and I heard you were here, and I dropped in to say hi.”


    “Hi. Goodbye.”


    “Hey. Sorry to interrupt your workout. But when would be a good time to talk?”


    “Never.” I noticed a couple of officers in the far corner glance over.


    “Never?”


    “We have orders not to give you information. But I bet you already know that.”


    “I don't need information. I'm giving it out.”


    “I'm not going to bite.”


    I refrained from saying “and what a waste of pointy incisors that is.” Although I'd kept my voice down, we'd been noticed. One of his colleagues stepped off the treadmill and stared at us.


    “No problem. I wanted to let you know the Crown plans to throw the book at Elaine.”


    He pushed the weights up with his arms. “Get out of here.”


    “It's true. Mia Reilly told me.”


    “Now.”


    “Fine.” I turned to leave.


    “They won't get a conviction. And even if they do, she won't serve time. She'll get a suspended sentence. At the worst it will be conditional.” He kept his voice low.


    “You wish. Mia Reilly says she can get murder in the first. It's a good career move for her. They'll pull out all the stops and prove Elaine stood to gain personally from his death. Don't count on a light sentence, because it won't happen.”


    “We all know she fired you. You have no authority whatsoever. Hit the road.” Mombourquette's muscles were getting a workout they wouldn't soon forget.


    “She did fire me. Because she wants to be a martyr. And now I hear the cops are not allowed to talk to big, big, bad, bad Camilla MacPhee. Makes you wonder about a cover-up.”


    “Scram, Camilla.”


    I couldn't believe it. “Listen, Leonard, I thought you cared about Elaine, and if you do, you'd better be prepared to talk to me, because she needs all the friends she can get.”


    “You'll need all the friends you can get if you're not out of here in thirty seconds. You want to get charged, keep talking.”


    “Problem, Lennie?”


    The basketballs had stopped thunking. A tall female officer with spiky ash blond hair unbent from a rowing machine and loped over.


    “The problem's on her way out.” Mombourquette hadn't stopped hoisting those weights. Maybe that's why he turned such a funny colour.


    “Think about that, serious time.” I hate to let someone else have the last word.


    A trickle of sweat worked its way down Mombourquette's neck. “You think about this. If you don't want to find yourself in deep shit, don't make any stops on your way out. That includes badgering McCracken.”


    I turned and pushed open the door. “Good-bye, Lennie.


    Nice to see you sweat.”


    The female officer followed me out of the room. She leaned against the wall, crossed her arms and waited while I retrieved my parka and tied up the neon yellow laces of my Sorels. She smelled a bit of linament. No surprise. She didn't look like the type to wear perfume. She followed me down the hall and into the elevator, and she didn't say a word. Must have read that memo.


    I kept my mouth shut on the ride down and didn't look back until I hit the front doors. When I did glance over my shoulder, I saw her deep in conversation with the Commissionaire at the info desk. They were both pointing at me.

  


  
    Eighteen


    Back in Justice for Victims, Alvin had vanished for the day. A stack of pink messages remained, all but one from my sisters. The remaining one said my car would be unavailable for an extra ten days.


    I couldn't keep riding around in Mrs. Parnell's LTD for another ten days. Not the way the defrost worked on it. I made a call and managed to snag a rental car. Then I spent a couple of hours catching up on some grant proposals to keep the wolf from the door. It was boring enough to keep my mind off things for a while. But only for a while. Then it was time to get back to the matter most on my mind.


    I tried to call Mrs. Parnell for an update, but she didn't answer her phone. Neither did Merv. Neither did Lindsay. I couldn't call Elaine. The Crown Attorney's office would be closed for the day. Ditto the WAVE office, not that I could expect help there. I couldn't talk to the police. I couldn't talk to my best friend, Robin, because she was out of reach in the Yucatan. I didn't want to talk to my sisters. If I didn't get the frustration out of my system, I'd have to scream.


    If you can't beat them, join them.


    Okay, it's not my motto. My motto is more like, if you can't beat them, run over them with a truck. But I was in enough trouble already. A skate on the canal seemed like the right antidote to my poisonous mood. I figured it would help me to think clearly while I waited for Alvin and Mrs. P. to report back. Plus I needed the practice before I hit the ice with P. J.'s nephews.


    I had a pair of skates in the bottom drawer of the second filing cabinet, along with a pair of emergency running shoes.


    Sure enough, they were nestled between the single leather glove and the Tupperware containers.


    
      * * *
    


    Ten minutes later, I plunked on a bench by the edge of the canal, slipped into the skates and tightened the Velcro fasteners. I tucked my boots into my backpack and headed out to join the Winterlude crowds. Since the temperature held at a balmy zero Celsius, everyone in Ottawa seemed to be out. It felt like a heat wave to me. I stuffed my red hat in my pocket and let myself enjoy the breeze for the first time in two months. The sky was clear and starry already. The three-quarter moon offered natural light in addition to the lamp standards along the canal.


    It was after eight on a weeknight, but clouds of kids darted around. The combination of the warm temperature and the number of people made the ice slooshy, but who cared? All you had to do was watch out for the gouges and cracks in the ice surface, relax and have a good time.


    I'd forgotten how it felt. It doesn't matter how broke you are, you can always get your mitts on a pair of second-hand skates. Paul and I had spent many hours on the canal, holding hands, laughing. The year we lived in Old Ottawa South, we'd skated to work every morning the canal was open and home again late in the evening, full of cases and news from our respective law firms. I wondered where Paul's skates were, then I stopped that thought. Fast.


    It was the kind of night that Winterlude is all about. Throngs of skaters laughed and spun. Ahead of me a young couple each guided a toddler, the whole family sporting handknit red scarves.


    If Paul had lived, would we have had a child? Would we have worn matching red scarves? Enough of that. I had real trouble without making myself miserable with might-have-beens. I let myself get caught up in the good mood. What the hell.


    I figured a trip down to the Pretoria Bridge and back would be far enough. I threaded my way in and out of skaters moving in random patterns, passing the University of Ottawa buildings on my left, the Golden Triangle on my right. My ankles ached from the unfamiliar skates. But that was good. It would take my mind off my Elaine problem and would be enough to clear my head and let the unconscious part of my brain deal with all my tricky issues.


    I was having fun. I found out I could still twirl. Looking back down the canal, I could see the top of the Peace Tower just visible behind the Laurier Street Bridge.


    What the heck, since I was out having fun, I decided to eat. I knew what I wanted. I careened up to the green wooden cabin with the gold letters. Luckily, I remembered how to use my blades to stop. I waited in line and bought a BeaverTail, cinnamon and sugar. I nibbled as I skated along and turned to head back at the Pretoria Bridge.


    I tried to concentrate on who might have killed Benning and tried not to get sidetracked by Elaine and her bizarre choice. In the end things always worked out for Elaine. She pulled crazy stunts and got away with them. Everyone remembered her hunger strike over subsidies for better low-income housing, the sit-ins in front of Foreign Affairs, and, of course, the legendary visit to the House of Commons. If there were Stubborn Olympics, Elaine would have medals.


    I peered over and up at the town houses on Echo Drive and thought of Lindsay. Then it hit me. Elaine had sandbagged me. I hadn't used my brain for proper analysis. I'd probably missed leads pointing toward the real murderer.


    Ralph Benning had been a thug and a villain, a wife beater and a drug dealer and who knew what else. It stood to reason he would have ticked off scarier folks than the Executive Director of WAVE.


    Even though I couldn't believe Lindsay might have killed Benning, missing sweaters or not, and most likely her family and friends hadn't either, it still made sense she'd have an idea who would. After all, before she'd been his victim, she'd been his lover. She'd spent her time with him. It didn't cross my mind Benning would have been open with her or anybody, but even so, she would have met his cronies, and business acquaintances. More important, she might know whom he dealt with on the police force.


    Pillow talk.


    She hadn't told me. But then, I hadn't asked her the right questions. Maybe she had a good reason. Did Lindsay know someone worse than Benning?


    I had a purpose for skating besides letting off steam. I was right across the canal from Lindsay's place. There was a convenient set of steps leading up to Colonel By. It was clogged with slow-moving families lifting children right at that moment.


    I waited by the side of the canal and tapped the blades of my skates irritably against the ice. At least I had the BeaverTail to keep me busy. I licked a bit of the sugar from my gloves. I had to start to remember to eat more often.


    I sniffed the air. I caught a whiff of a familiar scent. What was it? Hard to tell. The cinnamon overwhelmed it.


    I was halfway through my BeaverTail when I felt a powerful blow to the back of my legs. Had a kid skidded out of control? Before I could check, I was hit again.


    My knees crumbled, and I shot forward. The BeaverTail dropped as I put my hands out to break my fall. I tumbled towards the bank of snow at the side of the canal. My yell was swallowed up by the music. The banked snow rose up to meet my face. Someone grabbed my shoulders as I plunged forward. Thank God. But the hands pushed instead of pulling. A blow to my back propelled me head first into the crusty snow. The hard surface scraped my face as I slammed through it.


    I tried to yell but my mouth filled with snow. Somebody's knees dug in my back and strong hands pushed my face further into the soft icy interior of the bank. My arms and hands pressed ahead, trapped by the snow, useless.


    I struggled and found more snow in my mouth. I saw exploding pinpricks of light. The person forcing me down was no child. An adult's weight on my back shoved me into a cold, white death.


    I struggled to catch my breath. The pain in my chest took over my mind. I could feel my body spasm. My hands jerked against the snow and found only resistance.


    Is this how it ends?


    Nothing but black.


    
      * * *
    


    Who was slapping me? Don't do that. I tried to beat them back. To my surprise, I could move my hands. “Stop it.”


    “She's coming around.”


    “Are you okay?”


    “What happened?”


    I opened my eyes to a ring of round-eyed watchers. Court jesters? No, people in tuques, bending over me.


    “Can you move your leg?”


    I couldn't think. What was going on? A small face inserted itself close to me. A freckled boy grinned, showing two missing front teeth.


    “I found you,” he said. “I told them and they pulled you out. It was me.”


    The snowbank, the pressure, the knees in my back. Everything flooded back.


    “Don't move. You might have broken bones.”


    “Here, have a bit of coffee.”


    “Try to sit up.”


    “Is she a homeless person?”


    “Don't try to sit up.”


    “Maybe lie down.”


    “Do you think she's been drinking?”


    “No, I don't think she should lie down.”


    “I found her. I bet I'll get a big reward.”


    The ring of people must have been five deep by this time. I was obviously entertaining.


    A woman in iridescent blue leaned in and held out a cup. “Hot chocolate. Cures every ill.”


    “Don't move.”


    “Be careful, you don't want to do yourself a permanent injury. Stay quiet until the skate patrol gets here.”


    “There's what I need.” My teeth chattered as I reached out and grabbed the cup of hot chocolate.


    “Or maybe I'll get a medal,” the little boy said.


    New faces joined the crowd and people pushed forward to get a gander at the action.


    “What happened?” a woman asked.


    “I might even be on TV,” the little boy said.


    I wanted the whole damn crowd to disappear.


    “Fine, I'm okay,” Not true, but that was my business, not theirs.


    Since they continued to stand around feigning concern, I asked if anyone had seen the person who'd pushed me into the snow bank. That was enough to make the crowd melt away.


    A nice young man from the Rideau Canal Skate Patrol asked me a lot of questions. I guess I answered them all right. It looked like an ambulance wouldn't be necessary, which was good, because I had no intention of going in one. On the down side, my cellphone was out of juice. But the nice young man called a cab for me. For once, I didn't have to wait long. The cab driver didn't have much to say. That was good. I didn't feel like talking to him. I kept my eyes closed in case he changed his mind and decided to chat. But my mind kept racing. Who had pushed me into the snowbank? Was it a coincidence it happened right in front of Lindsay's place? And right after I'd irritated everyone in the Ottawa police force? Which reminded me. Who had tugged on the police chain of command?


    Vanessa Gross-Davies and the board of directors of WAVE? Her know-it-all husband Jack? Elaine herself, not wanting me to impede her conviction? Or someone I hadn't even thought of? What the hell were the connections?


    Mrs. Parnell was not in her usual sentry spot in the corridor. For once I could have done with a sherry, but she didn't answer her door even after eight or nine vigorous thumps. Never mind, Mrs. P. s cat and my sofa were all I needed.


    
      * * *
    


    I admit there are issues involved in pretending to be someone's lawyer when you are their ex-lawyer or perhaps even their never-was lawyer. These issues can come back to haunt you if you're not careful. I hadn't been careful.


    I don't know why I picked up the phone at eleven o'clock that evening. Maybe because it jerked me awake. Maybe because I ached too much to think. Maybe because I didn't recognize the phone number. But since it wasn't a member of my family, it seemed safe enough.


    Alvin was breathing hard. “You'd better turn on your radio.”


    “What for?”


    “Never mind. Make sure you catch the next local news.”


    “Does it have to do with bridesmaid's dresses?”


    “No.”


    “Winterlude and goddam skating?”


    “No.”


    “Good, I'll listen then.”


    Maybe I should have done that. Instead I rolled over on the sofa and snored open-mouthed to a rerun of Due South.


    “Camilla!”


    Damn. I knew I shouldn't have answered. But Edwina's call came in the middle of a dream and I reached out for Paul Gross and picked up the receiver.


    “Hello?”


    “How could you?”


    “How could I what?”


    “I think you know.”


    “I don't know.”


    “It's hardly fair.”


    “I'm sure it isn't.”


    “What a disgrace. How will Daddy hold his head up in St. Jim's Parish if you get disbarred?”


    “What?”


    “Can't you say anything more intelligent than what? When I think about all your education, well, it makes me wonder. I can imagine how embarrassed Alexa and Conn will be with you in the spotlight right before the wedding.”


    “What?”


    “Oh, Camilla, for God's sake.” She slammed down the receiver. It saved me from saying “what” again.


    Which was good.


    I brushed my teeth, splashed cold water on my scratched face, fed Mrs. P.'s pet and turned on CBC radio in time to get the local highlights.


    “In the latest bizarre twist in the Ralph Benning murder case, suspect Elaine Ekstein told reporters she has dismissed her defence lawyer. Ekstein alleges she never engaged the services of Camilla MacPhee, controversial Ottawa legal activist. According to Ekstein, MacPhee, Executive Director of the advocacy group, Justice for Victims, has misrepresented the relationship between them. Ekstein, who is refusing to submit to psychiatric testing, has been denied bail and has yet to undergo a preliminary hearing in the macabre death of Ralph Benning earlier this week, is now represented by Sam Berelson. Assistant Crown Attorney Mia Reilly confirmed that her office plans to lodge a formal complaint against MacPhee with the Law Society of Upper Canada tomorrow.”


    “What?” I said.

  


  
    Nineteen


    Even though it was Saturday, Alvin and I both found ourselves at our desks in the office by mid-morning. I was doing my best to be in a good mood despite the cost of the rental car I'd picked up. Alvin was doing his best to be Alvin, with the help of Jimmy Buffett and some Pina Colada mix.


    “Of course, I haven't forgotten,” I told P. J. when he called. “I've already been practicing.”


    “Excellent. The little guys are bouncing they're so excited.”


    “Oh, good.”


    “And they don't even realize how newsworthy you are.”


    “So this outing won't compromise your journalistic integrity?”


    “Nope. I'm excited. I figure it should be worth a couple of first-rate quotes.”


    I planned to give him a couple of quotes all right.


    Alvin managed to mind his own business at his own desk throughout that conversation. To do him credit, he hadn't mentioned my swollen nose and scraped face that morning either.


    “Well,” I said, after I hung up, “what did you find out?”


    Of course, with Alvin, you have to cool your jets while he gets to the point. That's the price you pay for service. He twirled the little umbrella in his drink. “Well, it's not that easy.”


    “No, I suppose it isn't.” I tried to keep the edge out of my voice, which wasn't that easy either. Since the incident in the snowbank, every part of my body that didn't ache or sting, throbbed.


    “A lot of this information is not in the public domain.”


    “Right.”


    “I think you'll be pleased.”


    “Excellent. As long as I'm pleased in this lifetime.”


    Mistake. I bit my tongue. After nearly a year, I should know certain types of remarks merely slow him down.


    “You could have done it yourself. Would have been a lot quicker.”


    “Okay, Alvin, I'll say ‘uncle’ at this point. We both know it wouldn't have been faster if I'd done it. Mainly because I tend not to remove materials from libraries without authorization and…what?”


    Someone screamed. Alvin screamed too. I whirled around, expecting a lunatic with a raised axe.


    “Sorry.” Alvin pointed at Alexa. “She startled me.”


    “She startled you?. The two of you nearly gave me a stroke. Alexa, do you think it's a good idea to show up here and start screaming?”


    “My God, your face.”


    Alexa was framed in the door, clutching her heart and breathing fast. Behind her loomed Conn McCracken.


    “Yes, well. You should see the other guy.”


    She pursed her lips. “I wasn't expecting…what happened?”


    I pointed to McCracken. “Why don't you ask him?”


    “What do you mean, ask me?”


    “What does she mean, Conn?”


    “I don't know what she means.”


    Oh, good. McCracken got to experience one of those dangerous looks.


    Alvin said, “She means he knows what happened.”


    “What do you know about Camilla's facial injuries, Connor?”


    Ooh. Con-nor. That sounded ominous.


    “I don't know anything about them.”


    “If you say so,” Alvin said.


    “I do say so.” McCracken seemed even closer to a stroke than I had been. All in all, a bad health day for both of us.


    I was feeling big-hearted. “Give him the benefit of the doubt.”


    McCracken's face deepened from red to purple, not a good sign.


    “Why would you need the benefit of the doubt, Connor?”


    “I don't. I didn't ask for the benefit of the doubt. Christ, I have no idea how Camilla got her face messed up.”


    Alexa stiffened.


    “I'm sorry,” McCracken said.


    “Fine.”


    “Sorry, lamb chop. I didn't mean to swear. And I wasn't swearing at you anyway. They took me by surprise. And…


    “No problem,” Alexa said.


    As far as I could tell, there was a problem all right. And it was McCracken's. Alexa had her back to him now. And a nice straight back it was too. “Camilla, what happened to you?”


    “Someone attacked me on the canal last night.”


    She gasped. You have to hand it to my sisters, they gasp beautifully, which adds drama to any situation.


    “Who did?”


    “I don't know.”


    “What happened?”


    “Someone tripped me and knocked me into a snowbank. Then they made sure my head was buried nice and deep untill lost consciousness.”


    “What did the police say? Conn didn't even mention it.” She didn't look at him.


    “I didn't know. First I heard about it. Do you think I wouldn't tell you, lamb chop?”


    “I didn't report it.” What the hell, why not bail the guy out.


    “What? Why not?” My turn to get the look from Alexa.


    “Because I'm persona non grata there, and I've been told to stay away from them. They wouldn't believe me.”


    “Persona not grata? Why? That doesn't make sense. They're the police and you're a citizen, even if you are remarkably difficult. They have to be available to you. Don't they?”


    “You'll have to ask them, Alexa.”


    “I can't believe Connor wouldn't have mentioned you were persona non grata. Perhaps he didn't know.”


    I heard him say something naughty under his breath.


    “It's not possible, is it, Connor?” I think she could tell by his expression it was possible all right. And Conn McCracken was about to find out first hand about persona non grata.


    
      * * *
    


    “Oh.” Lindsay turned white as soon as she opened the door. But I was getting used to the effect I had on people.


    “It's not what you think.” I stepped past her into the marble foyer. Lucky for me, there was no sign of Merv.


    She looked worse than I did. But her bruises were of the mind. Her eyes seemed sunken and dull, her skin more like putty than silk. For once, she wasn't wearing perfume.


    “What's wrong?” One look told me I'd put my foot in it.


    “His memorial service will be tomorrow.”


    His memorial service. That knocked the breath out of me. There was bound to be a public ceremony for Rina Benning and I would plan to attend that. But who in their right mind would go to a memorial service for a monster like Ralph Benning? His own mother would probably boycott it. If he ever had a mother. Which reminded me, where was Mrs. P. with the information about the people in Benning's life?


    I waited for an invitation to come into the living room. It didn't come. I took my boots off anyway.


    “What happened to you?” Lindsay asked.


    I slipped my parka into the closet. “An accident.”


    She smiled, turned and headed into the living room, “That's what we all say. Did you walk into a door? Trip on the stairs?”


    I followed. “I shot head first into a snowbank.”


    “Oh yes, happens a lot.” She sank into the sofa and stared at me.


    I flushed. “This time it did.”


    “Who am I to argue?” she said.


    “Well, I guess you're right. It was a form of battering.”


    “I wouldn't have taken you for the type. But Elaine says there's no type. We're all vulnerable.”


    “Yes, well, I didn't do anything to…” I bit my tongue.


    She raised an eyebrow. “Cause it?”


    “No. Yes. I mean, it wasn't personal.”


    “Um-humm.”


    This time I didn't have a snappy comeback. Of course it was personal. No wonder she had that sad little smile. If a person pushes you into a snowbank, sticks their knees into your back and makes sure you can't get your face out, what else could it be but personal?


    “You're right. Pretty goddam personal all right.”


    “Yes.” Her dreamy expression returned. The one the boys seem to be susceptible to.


    “You look tired. Can I make us a pot of coffee? I know my way around here.”


    She frowned. “Coffee? Go ahead. You really think I look tired?”


    Oops. Hadn't my sisters always told me you never tell a woman she looks tired unless you want to ruin her day? I did not want to ruin Lindsay's day. “Not tired, just oh, I don't know, distracted, perhaps. I'll put the coffee on. Be right back.”


    Distracted? More like devastated. Anemic. Or even haunted. I had a better cover when I popped back in with two mugs of coffee five minutes later. “Maybe you're worried about that memorial service.”


    “A person doesn't get over a bad relationship just because the partner dies, you know.”


    Lindsay was susceptible to Benning. She had to deal with the death of hope, and the survival of love, fascination and desire. And I still looked with longing at Paul's photo on the wall of Justice for Victims. “Don't I know it.”


    And Benning, what a residue of slime. Even dead, he sparked powerful emotions. I hated him. If I felt his presence, imagine what it would be like for Lindsay who had loved and feared him.


    “Here's what happened to me. I was minding my own business, skating on the canal, on my way over to see you when a guy hit me behind the knees and knocked me into a snowbank. Then he knelt on my back and pushed me into the snow and waited until I lost consciousness. I assume at that point he left.”


    “My God, you don't know who?”


    “No idea. But logic tells me he's connected with this situation.”


    “But who? Do you think it's because you were coming here?”


    “No.”


    “What if it was? How do you know?”


    “No one knew where I was headed. I didn't know myself until I put on my skates and headed down the canal.”


    “That's one thing to be thankful for, I guess.”


    “But it had to do with my investigation. I rattled a few cages.”


    “You must have rattled the wrong one.”


    “Or the right one. I made someone nervous.”


    She nibbled a polished nail. “Camilla, maybe you should be the one who's nervous.”


    “Not my style.”


    “You could have died.”


    “Probably not. Thousands of people throng the canal. It would be hard to miss a pair of legs sticking out of a snowbank for any length of time.”


    “But it wouldn't take long. He was prepared to let you die.”


    I don't know why this was such a shock to me. I hadn't thought it through logically. I'd thought about being attacked but not about being murdered. Lindsay was right. This upped the ante. Whoever slammed me into that snowbank had been prepared to let me die. And I knew it had to be the same person who killed Benning.


    “You're right,” I said, after a minute, feeling stupid.


    “Did you see anyone?”


    I closed my eyes and tried to remember the moment just before my headlong plunge. There had been something familiar. Someone I recognized? Or something. But what?


    “No, I didn't see anyone. I think I know who was behind it in general terms, and you can help.”


    “What do you mean, in general terms?”


    “I seem to have created a real buzz with the police. I think that's the secret. I dropped in and made waves before the attack and I think that triggered it. I need to know who might have been Ralph Benning's police contact.”


    She hesitated. “We don't know for sure that anyone helped him.”


    “Fair enough. But I need to know who he dealt with.”


    “Well, he'd been arrested so many times. He knew all the cops.”


    I was getting impatient, and I let it show.


    “Come on, Lindsay, get off the pot. There must have been one in particular. I need to know his name.”


    I didn't expect her to laugh. “What's so funny?”


    “I don't know the name. Ralph never told me. But based on what he implied, you're not searching for his name. You're looking for hers”

  


  
    Twenty


    Okay, so my week wasn't going well. I told myself things could have been worse and, sure enough, before long they were.


    I figured I'd put in a normal day at work just to show the world. The fact that it was Sunday was no big deal. I opened the JFV door before nine, loaded with Tylenol and ready to fight back. I encountered my first setback. Alvin already occupied the office. The lamplight shone through the paper sun, the scent of coconut suntan lotion filled the air, and Jimmy Buffett was singing about sharks.


    “It's Sunday. Why are you here, Alvin?”


    “I have a present for you,” he said.


    “Not a good time, Alvin.” Some of the aches and pains were breaking through the Tylenol barrier. Alvin was lucky I didn't make him eat that Jimmy Buffett boxed CD set.


    “Listen, Camilla, did you or did you not send me to crawl through the transcripts of trials and newspaper reports of Benning's court appearances to find out which cops had the most dealings with him?”


    “Yes.”


    “And did I not spend huge quantities of my valuable evenings finding facts for you? I am an artist, not a detective, and it's taking away from my time for creative projects.”


    “Get to the point, Alvin. I don't know what you've been doing, because you haven't told me.”


    He turned his pointed nose to the wall.


    “And don't sulk.”


    “Who wouldn't sulk working with you?”


    “Fine. Alvin? I'm all ears. I can't wait to get the details.”


    His arms were folded, one eyebrow was raised and he concentrated on the phone as if it held untold fascination.


    Time to bite the bullet.


    “Okay. I was rude. I'm sorry, Alvin. I am under a certain amount of stress, and perhaps it's making me a bit testy.”


    He snorted.


    “Maybe more than a bit. But, go ahead, tell me what you found out.”


    He obviously found the phone mesmerizing.


    “Please,” I added.


    “Fine. After I waded through tons of stuff for hours and hours and hours…”


    I bit my tongue.


    “…I came up with a few names. But the same names over and over again.”


    “And?”


    He whirled at me.


    “Sorry,” I said. “It slipped out.”


    Silence.


    “Please continue.”


    “Well, patterns started to emerge.”


    I nodded encouragingly.


    “You want to see them?”


    “Please.”


    “Then tell why you're always taking things out on me.”


    “I don't know. I am sorry. I mean it.” I guess I did, too.


    “Okay.” He jumped out of the chair and started taping up large sheets of flip chart paper on the wall. No one loves flip chart paper more than Alvin. His eyes glittered. “Have a gander. Impressive or what?”


    The papers, with Alvin's meticulous neon highlighting, were as colourful as quilts. The sheets outlined Benning's arrests, complete with dates, arresting officers, subsequent charges, trial dates, pleas, court rulings and sentences when applicable. The sentences didn't appear often enough to suit me.


    “Thoroughly impressive.”


    He lowered his eyes modestly. “Check the highlighted names.”


    Two names showed up with far more frequency than any others. You couldn't miss them. Particularly with that hot pink highlighter.


    One was Sgt. Leonard Mombourquette.


    Well. Well. Well.


    The other was Constable Randy Cousins.


    “You'll see the pattern,” Alvin said.


    “Oh yes.”


    “I did some analysis on the others and there are a few also-rans. Bridesmaids, I guess you could call them.”


    “Don't use that word.”


    “Some of these people had four or five encounters. I figured it was worthwhile noting the ones who had more contact with him than you'd expect.”


    “Those would be the green highlighter?”


    “Yipper.”


    “And those with the blue, have two each. I guess that could happen.”


    I read the array of incidents, encounters with the law, court dates. Lots of bad stuff there. Incident reports, even those calls that never turned into charges, well, it gave quite a picture.


    “Hell of a guy, our Benning,” I said.”


    “Yeah.”


    “I wish I'd had this information before.”


    “Think it would have made a difference?”


    “You never know.”


    “Hmmm.”


    “My point is, Alvin, you found a lot of stuff I didn't encounter in the course of my research into Benning. And it's not like I didn't care deeply about the outcome.”


    “Well, last spring, you remember, was not a normal time. We had the Mitzi Brochu affair on our minds.”


    “Remember? I'm not likely to forget.”


    “It's natural you wouldn't have done as thorough a job.”


    “Kind of you to put it that way, Alvin, but the fact remains that you, using perfectly legal means, put together a far better collection of information about Benning than I did.”


    Alvin lowered his eyes.


    “Much as it pains me, I must congratulate you,” I said. “I'm surprised the courts and the police would be open with you.”


    Alvin met my eyes. “Well, I wouldn't say perfectly legal means.”


    Ah. “Mombourquette shows up a number of times.”


    “Ten separate incidents. Possibly I may find a few more of the barely-in-the-picture kind if I keep going back.”


    “Bit more than you'd expect by chance.”


    “How many did Conn McCracken have?”


    “Didn't find any. I checked wherever Mombourquette showed up. No sign of McCracken's name in any of the encounters.”


    “That's a relief.”


    “Oh, yeah,” said Alvin.


    “But on the other hand, it makes you wonder. McCracken and Mombourquette have been working together for years. Why would Mombourquette be on his own for these incidents with Benning?”


    “Crossed my mind too,” Alvin said.


    “Our friend Lennie might have a long twitchy tail after all.”


    “Bet he does,” said Alvin, “but he's not the most interesting development on these charts.”


    “I see that.” Randy Cousins was number one by a long shot. I wondered if by any strange chance Cousins was one of the guys in the police gym.


    “That Randy Cousins, if he'd spent any more time with Benning they'd have been Siamese twins.”


    “Ugly thought, but spot on, Alvin.”


    “Natch.”


    “This Cousins. I guess I'll be tracking him down.”


    “Maybe I should, Camilla. The police are on to you.”


    “They're probably on to you too, Alvin.”


    He looked insulted. “I'm subtle.”


    “Maybe, but you're not my only secret weapon.”


    “But, Camilla.”


    “Excellent work, Alvin. Tell you what, why don't you take the rest of the day off. Take a well-earned break. Enjoy winter.”


    He opened his mouth. But I had already reached to answer the telephone.


    The second setback came when Alvin opened the door of Justice for Victims to an early caller. Sunboy had an extra lei in his hands as a gesture of welcome. Normally I would nip this behaviour early and sharply, but I was busy chewing my nails over current developments. Plus, I was on the phone.


    “Sure, Edwina,” I was saying. “I do understand. It does not reflect well on the MacPhee family to have one of it's members making the news for being in hot water with the Law Society. Don't be silly. Of course I couldn't end up disbarred. And might I remind you, Daddy raised us to fight for what we believe and not to let bullies knock us down and win the day. Am I correct? This media stuff flap won't kill him, even if he is eighty years old.”


    When Edwina gets her teeth into you, she never forgets that old rule about chew something forty times and you'll be able to digest it. I wasn't out of the woods yet. “Nearly eighty-one. And how do you know it won't kill him? Are you a doctor now?”


    “No, but I could use one after talking to any member of my family for even the shortest time.” I ran a hand over my brow as I glanced toward the door where Alvin continued to prevent a large and sombre individual from entering. This person did not appear to be taking kindly to the Day-Glo pink lei gaily hanging from his shoulders. Perhaps it clashed with his police uniform.


    A fuss seemed to be developing at the door. But with Edwina blasting in my ear I could only hear one side of it. “No,” Alvin protested loudly, “she's not here.”


    “Are you listening to me, Camilla?” Edwina said.


    “I am.”


    “No, I have no idea where she is.” Alvin's chin rode high the way it always does when he lies.


    “You'd better be,” Edwina said.


    “No, she never tells me where she is going. However, she does enjoy this kind of weather, so most likely she's headed out for a bracing hike in the Gatineaus. You might try the trail around Black Lake.”


    “Yes.” No point in arguing with Edwina.


    “No, I have no idea when she'll be back.”


    “I have to get off the phone,” I said, before she could launch into another tirade. “Alvin's being naughty.”


    “Ms. Camilla MacPhee?” The officer deked past Alvin into the office.


    “Yes.” I carefully disconnected, cutting off a stream of muffled instruction from Edwina.


    Alvin whirled and glared at me. I'm always amazed when eyes can be slanted and yet bulging at the same time. “Oh, you are there. Sorry. I didn't see you.”


    The officer smiled and held out his hand. “Constable Michael Perkins,” he said cheerfully.


    Like a fool, I took the envelope from him and read the contents.


    
      * * *
    


    “Well, how did I know it was a goddam summons?” I said to Alvin five minutes later as I struggled into my Sorels. “I've never had one before.”


    “You could have trusted me for once.”


    “Fine. I should have trusted you.” I was speaking to Alvin's bony back.


    Constable Perkins waited patiently in the corner. He appeared to be inordinately interested in Alvin's window painting.


    “But you didn't believe me, and look what happened. Maybe you'll understand how I feel always getting arrested unfairly.”


    Constable Perkins glanced at Alvin with interest.


    “Twice, Alvin, not always. Don't exaggerate. And didn't I get you out of it both times?”


    “Who dragged me into it both times?”


    “But with the best of intentions.”


    “It always happens.”


    “Not always. Certainly not always.”


    “Fine, name one time when it didn't.”


    “People change, Alvin.”


    “And also, haven't I ended up in the hospital after following your orders?”


    “Well, yes.”


    “And even in spite of this, when I try to help, you treat me like a jerk.”


    “But it's purely unintentional. Anyway, you have to admit, Alvin, you've never actually been charged. And they've never kept you in the hospital overnight either.”


    He opened his mouth. I held up my hand. “Don't argue. Do what I say. Close the office. Don't answer any phone calls. Go home. Don't answer your own phone, because the media will track you down. Wait for me there. If I need you, I'll call here and leave a message. You phone in here every twenty minutes and check the voice mails.”


    It wasn't much. But I enjoyed issuing a few orders. Because I didn't know how the hell to get over this latest hurdle.


    
      * * *
    


    I kept my scratched nose in the air as Constable Perkins marched me into the Elgin Street police station. I noticed more than a few familiar police faces smirking. What a joke. It seemed like forever before I found myself nose to nose with a Justice of the Peace to discuss bail. I'd never met this JP before. He didn't grin. Neither did I.


    Criminal harassment charges were no laughing matter. I was damned lucky to get released on my own recognizance pending my preliminary hearing. I noticed the JP eyeing my battered face, and I could almost see the thoughts forming in his head. I did my best not to look like the kind of person who gets into bar fights.


    My experience with JPs hadn't been great until this point. I decided against using any legal pyrotechnics until I appeared before a judge who actually had a law degree. I kept my nose clean and my mouth closed.


    Naturally, I agreed to the restrictions ordered by the court.


    I would stay away from Elaine Ekstein and from WAVE. I definitely would not initiate contact with either Elaine or her staff. No problem.


    I know when I'm licked.


    
      * * *
    


    On my way out, I whirled as Mombourquette scurried up behind me.


    “Section 264, Camilla. Heavy. Even for you.”


    “Very funny, Lennie.”


    “At least I can laugh,” he said. “I bet your sister won't.”


    I didn't give him the satisfaction of responding.


    “Speaking of funny, Leonard, your colleague, a Constable Randy Cousins? Little too close to Benning for mere coincidence. Care to comment?”


    His whiskers twitched.


    “Since we're chatting, who was that female officer who came over when we were in the gym yesterday? Tall girl, spiky blonde hair? The one working the rowing machine.”


    “Forget it.”


    “Do you have some reason for not answering, Leonard? Like maybe she was Ralph Benning's girlfriend?”


    “You'd better get out of here, Camilla, before you get hit with a second charge. You won't be strutting around with a sneer next time.”


    I wanted to stay and argue about the sneer, but reason prevailed, and I left. There were less bothersome ways of finding out who's who and where in the police.

  


  
    Twenty-One


    Half an hour later, I pulled my rental car in front of a scruffy building in the heart of old Hull. The Château Alvin. He didn't answer his phone, doing what I told him for once. I didn't feel like waiting until he picked up my latest voice mail message.


    I followed a child in a bulky snowsuit and a tuque in through the supposedly locked front door and sniffed the illicit substances in the air. Alvin was home and probably still sulking. After two minutes of steady knocking, the door opened a finger's width.


    Alvin said, “What, out of the slammer already?”


    “I want to come in. I'll explain what's happening and you can decide whether or not you want to help me or whether you want to continue to bitch about perceived slights.”


    The child, who had been watching our exchange like it was a game, lost interest when I took a step through the door. Just in time, I remembered my last visit, and I gripped the door frame to keep from falling into darkness.


    “You don't have to do that any more,” Alvin said. “I've redecorated.”


    Jimmy Buffett should have been my first clue. Alvin's bathing suit with the watermelon motif should have been the second. The floors of the apartment had disappeared under a warm carpet of sand. Where there had been walls, an endless aqua ocean flowed, converging with clear blue sky up toward the ceiling.


    “Where did you get the sand?”


    “Here and there,” Alvin said obliquely. “Artists have to be resourceful.”


    If I had to count my blessings, I'd put not being Alvin's landlord close to the top of the list.


    Within a minute, beads of sweat had formed on my forehead. I slipped out of my parka and boots. I draped the parka over the nearest palm tree and propped the boots in front of the beer cooler. I slumped into a striped beach chair.


    The only familiar landmarks were Alvin's big old fridge in the middle of the living room and the toilet with the plant growing out of it. The last time I'd been here it had been an ivy. This was bougainvillea.


    It might kill me being nice to Alvin, but I knew there was no other way. I needed a big-time payoff, so I made the first investment. “I'm sorry, Alvin, for the bad things that have happened to you. I realize I'm not always the easiest person to deal with.”


    His bony shoulders relaxed. “I guess you had a bad day, getting charged. Hey, how about a margarita?”


    I shook my head. All I needed was a snootful of tequila to scramble my brain. “I need a cup of tea.”


    “Hibiscus tea?”


    “No thanks.”


    “Papaya-mango tea?”


    I didn't believe there was any such thing, but I wanted to be on the safe side. “Regular, please. Like your mother would make.”


    Alvin loped across the sand dune and into the clear blue sea to the kitchen. He is one of those people who can talk and lope at the same time.


    I made myself comfortable, peeled off my red socks and wiggled my toes in the sand while Alvin made the tea. I spent the next few minutes speculating about how he managed to warm the sand.


    Alvin finally showed up bearing a silver tray and the pink flowered tea pot and matching cups and saucers I knew had belonged to his grandmother. This time I was impressed to note he had sugar cubes with a small silver set of tongs to serve them. It might have been a bit formal for the beach if it hadn't been for the little umbrella in each cup.


    I put four sugar cubes in my tea, which was hot, strong and black in the best Cape Breton tradition. Then I filled him in on the scene at the police station.


    “Wow. Elaine contacted the police to have a harassment charge laid against you?”


    “Yep. And they took her seriously.”


    “Is it serious?”


    “You bet. If it gets past the preliminary hearing and goes to trial, it will be.”


    “They couldn't convict you.”


    “Life has been full of surprises these past few days, Alvin.


    The usual couldn'ts don't apply.”


    Alvin scratched his head. “Why wouldn't the other people at WAVE try to talk sense to her?”


    “You tell me, Alvin. None of it makes any sense. It's a high price to pay for some media profile. Most people draw the line at murder as a tactic.”


    “For once, you might be right.”


    “Even more troubling is the issue of the police and what they have to hide. Who they want to protect. They're willing to let an innocent person get sent to jail to protect someone. Listen to this, I haven't had a chance to tell you yet, but Lindsay says Benning's police contact was a woman.”


    Most gratifying. Alvin came close to dropping his heirloom cup.


    I continued. “I wonder if it might not be the same female cop who followed me to the door of the cop shop less than an hour before I was attacked. Maybe she has some connection to this Randy Cousins. Maybe they work together, or they're partners.”


    “Uh-oh. I can see where you're headed.”


    “Yep. If I do what I have to and help Elaine help herself, I'm headed for jail, same as her.”


    “What do you need me to do? Go out to the RDC and talk to her?”


    I didn't give this a thought. “Too dangerous, Alvin. As my employee, you are bound by the no contact conditions. I'd get clapped in the slammer and you'd be right behind me.”


    Alvin kicked at the sand. “I don't want to get arrested again.”


    “Can't say I blame you. But what I have in mind won't lead to any problems for you.”


    He lifted his sunglasses and stared at me, unblinking. “Are you sure this time?”


    “Trust me.”


    He rolled his eyes. “Fine, Camilla. Tell me what you want me to do.”


    “Find me Randy Cousins and get a name for our female officer. Priority One. I'm beginning to ask myself if they're in it together.”


    Alvin said, “I'll call in the reserves.”


    Mrs. P. would like that.


    
      * * *
    


    With Alvin on the job, I was able to prepare for my skating date with P.J. and the kids. This involved taking a warm bath and the maximum dose of Tylenol.


    I knew Alvin would be leaving no stone unturned while he found out which one Randy Cousins had crawled out from under. Even though I'd be back on the canal where someone had nearly killed me the night before, I was reasonably relaxed when P. J. rang my doorbell.


    I was glad to see him. But then I always am. He showed his reporter side, asking questions immediately about my injuries. I made sure my answers were the type that wouldn't show up in the next day's paper.


    “It's rude to ask a woman about her facial abrasions.”


    “Thank you, Miss Manners. But I got a tip for you. Maybe you shouldn't be out on your own until they find whoever killed Benning. You know where I am, when you have trouble.


    No questions asked.”


    “Yeah, right.”


    The kids were tiny genetic replicas of their uncle from the red curly hair to the gaps between the front teeth. I found I was glad to see them too. They looked so much like him, I felt I already knew them. Plus they both gave the impression they'd stop at nothing to get what they wanted. Apparently another family trait. Luckily, they were five and six years old, so what they wanted was to eat a lot of junk food and skate around in circles making war whoops.


    P. J. leaned over and whispered: “Don't ask them about their family life. Things are iffy. We don't want to set them off.”


    I certainly didn't want to set them off. I understand how a person wouldn't want to be reminded of family life. The younger one was intrigued by my face.


    “Did it bleed a lot?” he asked.


    “No,” I said.


    “Oh.” There was no mistaking the disappointment in his voice.


    “Hey, with any luck I'll fall down again.”


    P. J. laughed. I like that in a man. “I don't want you spoiling them, Tiger.”


    It was a pleasant evening for all of us. I didn't make anyone mad, and no one made me mad. The kids snacked on BeaverTails and hot chocolate and got a lot of exercise. I'm not sure what P. J. got out of it, but since we didn't talk about Benning, Elaine, my latest charges or related matters, it couldn't have been a story.


    The kids had a fairly elastic bedtime, it seemed, but by eight-thirty they were ready to drop. So was I.


    P. J. and I slipped off our skates on the bench. “I had an okay time, Tiger.”


    “Me, too. Didn't even make me sick.” Two small bodies snuggled up. We wiggled their skates off and slid their little feet into their boots. P. J. warmed the inside of the boots first with his hands. “We should do it again.”


    “Too late for skating. The forecast calls for more warm weather. This is probably the last decent night to skate on the canal.”


    “No problem. The kids like to swim.”


    It was safe to say that. They were asleep.


    I stood guard over them while P. J. trotted off to get his car. Five minutes later, we slung them over our shoulders and settled them onto the blanket on the back seat. My shoulder ached like hell, but I figured it was worth it.


    P. J. dropped me off first. I yawned. “Thanks for not taking advantage of my weakened state to get a sensational item for the howling masses.”


    He checked his watch. “That reminds me. Gotta file by ten.”


    As much as I liked the guy, I knew I'd feel more comfortable when tomorrow came and there was no exposé of the innermost thoughts of arch-criminal Camilla MacPhee by crusading crime reporter, P.J. Lynch.


    
      * * *
    


    My first clue was the glowing tip of a cigarette in the gloom of my hallway on the sixteenth floor. A small tendril of smoke escaped from the open door on the right.


    “Ah, Mrs. Parnell. How are you?”


    “Excellent, Ms. MacPhee.”


    I had a pleasant afterglow from the skating experience, so I decided not to whine about her line being busy all the time and the fact she never answered her door anymore.


    “You may be interested in the results of the latest research.”


    “Actually, I'm interested in collapsing into bed.”


    “My colleague has filled me in on your recent misadventures, the near-disaster on the canal and the unfortunate encounter with the constabulary. Nevertheless, you are always a trooper. May I suggest you soldier on a bit longer, Ms. MacPhee. You will find what I have to show you well worth the effort.”


    I decided to save time and get it over with. I followed Mrs. P. into her apartment where the speakers were booming Hoist's The Planets, “Mars” specifically. The lovebirds shrieked even more than usual, and Alvin was curled up on the leather lounger.


    “Make yourself at home,” Mrs. Parnell lurched toward the bottle of Harvey's. “How about a drink?”


    Alvin shook his head. “That stuff will rot your brain.”


    I said, “And I'll need my brain to deal with you.”


    I had to negotiate my way around a laptop computer. Mrs. Parnell splashed healthy doses into two tallish glasses. “Sit down, Ms. MacPhee, and don't hound the boy. I am grateful he included me in this operation.”


    I sat. A quick slug of the Harvey's seemed like a practical idea.


    “Lights,” Mrs. Parnell said.


    Alvin lifted a languid arm and flicked off the lamp.


    “Let'er roll,” Mrs. P. said.


    Alvin moved over to the computer.


    “We thought you'd like to see the officer who was most often associated with Ralph Benning in recent years.”


    Oh great. A nice shot of Randy Cousins. Even in the dark, I could feel the two of them smiling. A large image projected itself onto the far wall. It was someone I recognized. The woman from the gym.


    “Get to the point. I need to see what Randy Cousins looks like.”


    “Allow me, Ms. MacPhee, to introduce you to Constable Miranda Cousins. Better known as Randy.”

  


  
    Twenty-Two


    Lucky me. The first person who spoke to me the next morning was Mia Reilly in the Second Cup. First, she furrowed her perfect brow. For once, I smiled at her. Running into Mia without even trying would save me the task of tracking her down at the Office of the Crown Attorney. Information flows both ways. This encounter would allow me to slip a few hints into the conversation. As much as I looked forward to tossing Randy Cousins in Mia's face, I didn't want to give away the surprise. We didn't have any firm proof yet that Cousins was implicated in the Benning situation. You don't want to play your hand too soon.


    “Camilla.” She tossed the artful blonde hair for punctuation.


    “What happened to you?”


    “Me? Nothing.”


    “But you look as if you had some kind of terrible accident.”


    “A little tumble on the canal. Not serious.”


    “Oh.” I sensed disappointment. “No broken bones?”


    “Listen, Mia, I wanted to say I have no hard feelings about that complaint to the Law Society. Excellent PR for the Crown.”


    “You have no hard feelings? Our office is about to lodge a formal complaint against you to the Law Society because you've been misrepresenting yourself as Elaine Ekstein's lawyer. She's the one who should have hard feelings. Not smart, Camilla.”


    I turned away long enough to order a large latte and a couple of biscotti. As convenient as this meeting was, I would require a wee bit of soothing afterwards. “That's just the kind of reminder I needed to regain perspective. Stop and enjoy life.”


    “Well, it certainly seems serious to me. I'd be suicidal.”


    She sure couldn't feign sympathy with any semblance of believability.


    “Not me.” I picked up my latte and headed to the service area to put extra chocolate sprinkles on it. Why not? I was earning them.


    “Did you hear me? A complaint. That would be so damaging to your career. You have totally upset some important people. You could end up being disbarred. But you don't care much about your career, do you?”


    “Bingo, Mia. I couldn't care less. I care about justice, but that's not the same.”


    “Oh, you are so hard to figure.”


    “Hey. There's a table. And it's early. Eight-fifteen. Feel like having a chat?”


    She straightened. “I can't be giving you information about the case. Especially after you've been charged with criminal harassment.”


    “That case will get tossed out of court, as we both well know.”


    “Even so…”


    “Trust me, I'm abiding by the court-ordered restrictions, I'm off the case. Remember? I'm getting on with life. Catching up with my social life and touching base with friends. I wanted to hear all about your engagement. And for once it would be nice to drink a latte before it's cold. But hey, don't worry about it. Some other time.”


    “Oh. If it's personal stuff and nothing to do with Elaine Ekstein or our complaint, I guess that would be above board.”


    Lucky again. The corner of the banquette was available for once. My favourite spot if I actually have time to sit in the Second Cup. I hoped spending a few minutes with Mia Reilly wouldn't ruin it for me.


    “Well, Mia.” I squeezed behind the table and picked up my latte. “Lot's happening, I bet.”


    “Oh, yes,” she said, flashing her gonzo diamond again.


    Okay, my girl, it's false sense of security time. “That's quite the engagement ring. Tell about your fiancé. What's his name?”


    “Jay. Jay Blackwell. He's great. He's just made partner at Harrington, Lawson and Bly.”


    Like I cared. I did my best not to yawn. “Golly. Partner. At Harrington Lawson. Big guns. What an achievement for someone in their thirties.”


    The smile slipped. “Yes, well, he's not exactly in his thirties.”


    “Oh. Even forties. I mean, it's still a big deal.” I may not be the most sensitive person in the world, but I did notice her lips pursing. Since the idea was to keep her in a good mood, I decided to nip that discussion before she had to reveal lover boy was already collecting CPP.


    “Age doesn't matter, partner in a big firm, that's terrific.” She relaxed a bit. I would have loved to have given her a hard time, but I had to worry about Elaine's wellbeing. “And what about you?” I knew Mia wouldn't want to talk about me unless it was to reiterate my more embarrassing offences and complaints. “I heard a rumour you're in line for a promotion.”


    “Oh that,” she trilled. “Well, yes, they want me, but I have a fabulous opportunity coming up.”


    “Really?” I tried again not to yawn.


    “Yes.” She leaned forward, ready to indulge a girlish conspiracy.


    “What is it?”


    “I have been offered a position at Reid Lalonde. Corporate and property law. Serious stuff. What I want to do. Not this crap about getting fifteen-year-old car thieves to write essays on The Young Offenders' Act.”


    “Mmmm.”


    “I start next month.”


    “Fabulous, Mia. You'll be great in Real Estate law. A chance to make a difference.”


    “Corporate and property, but yes, it's so exciting. And what about you, Camilla? What's new in your life?”


    “Let's see. No ring, no promotions, no new jobs, and not even the old job I was on with Elaine. But I did go skating with P. J. Lynch and his two nephews last night. Real neat little guys. Hey, that's three new men.”


    “You don't have to lie to me, Camilla. It's okay not to have dates. You can expect a dry spell every now and then.”


    “What? I'm not lying.”


    “You said you went skating with P. J. and his nephews.”


    “And I did. Why would I lie about that? If I tell a whopper, at least I make it interesting.”


    She wagged her manicured nail at me. “Maybe it's not interesting, but it is a lie. You should at least get your facts straight if you're going to prevaricate.”


    “What do you mean, get my facts straight?”


    “This is Ottawa, remember. Everyone knows everyone. I grew up in Westboro with P. J. He lived half a block away, and I even used to babysit for him. He's an only child. He doesn't have any nephews. You'll have to do better, Camilla.”


    I could feel my heart thumping. Had P. J. lied to me? Set me up? She had to be wrong. But what if she were right?


    Mia wrinkled her forehead and ran her fingers through her blonde bob. As an attempt to appear concerned, it might earn her two out of five points. “Camilla, shouldn't you get a serious job? I remember when you were ambitious. When Paul was alive. Now you're always in trouble. I don't want to tell you how to live your life, but why do you want to bang your head against another wall? That is so non-productive.”


    “Silly me. But back to your career move. Maybe we can get together more often now that you won't have to worry about conflict of interest because of my involvement with controversial cases like Elaine Ekstein's.”


    You could practically hear her alarm bells. “I thought you weren't involved with the case any more.”


    “Well, I'm not. But people keep giving me information despite this. Who'll be taking over the case after you leave?”


    “I don't even have this case. I'm assisting. But you have to pass on information. You know the rules, Camilla. You can't keep relevant details to yourself.”


    “You see my problem, I'm supposed to keep my nose out of the case. I could get my bail revoked. This information is tricky.”


    She checked her attractive gold watch and stood up. “Oops, time to go. What do you want from me, Camilla? Do you want to give me the details and have me pass it on in the form of rumour?”


    “Excellent, Mia. Thank you.”


    “Don't thank me. I'm not planning to join you in Deadendsville.”


    “Here's the deal. You decide what to do. The Crown should be taking a close look at a particular police officer with a surprisingly high number of encounters with Benning. Way more than could happen by chance. Do you get my drift here, Mia? My anonymous phone caller tells me there's fire behind the smoke.”


    “That old rumour. We're well aware of it, believe me. I don't think there's much there. And we had hopes of finding something solid, but it didn't pan out. But I will pass it on to be on the safe side. Take some advice, Camilla. Pull yourself together and get back into practice. I hate to see you in these situations.”


    Nice bit of subterfuge. But I knew I had her attention. “Tell them it's worth looking at the relationship with Benning and an officer called Randy Cousins.”


    She slipped into her coat and wound a silk-lined paisley scarf around her neck. Her fur-lined leather gloves matched the rich green in the scarf. She fixed me with a strange look. “You should get your hair done, Camilla. Even without the scraped cheeks, you used to look a lot better. Why not join a fitness club and get a makeover, and then you might not have to invent imaginary dates.”


    Well, that was one way to react to news on a potential killer, but, of course, Mia was enough of a bitch to make up that story about P. J. being an only child. She knew it would get under my skin. She waltzed out the door before I had stopped biting my tongue. I reminded myself some things are worse than a cold coffee.


    It wasn't long before I encountered a few of them.


    
      * * *
    


    “No, I cannot accept a collect call for Mr. Alvin Ferguson.” I slammed down the phone. As if I weren't already in a bad enough mood over P. J.


    Alvin's head shot up at his desk where he'd been stuck in what looked like an elderly edition of Canadian Gardening.


    “Oh, nice. I open up my home to you, I knock myself out getting information, I spend my time trying to get you out of bad situations, I get half-killed being a decoy for you, putting my life in danger tracking cops, and what do you do? You hang up on my mother.”


    “We've had this conversation before, Alvin. I did not hang up on your mother. I hung up on the automated collect call request system. Justice for Victims does not accept personal collect calls. Get used to it. And your life was not in danger finding out about Randy Cousins.”


    He flicked his ponytail over his shoulder and didn't say a word. I hate it when he gives in so easily. Then I have to wait.


    “Well,” he said, with unexpected pleasantness, “Mrs. Parnell would like you to give her a dingle.”


    “As soon as I get home. I have a lot to talk to her about.”


    “Your decision,” Alvin said.


    “And speaking of decisions, remember we decided you would check out the medical literature and determine how long a body would take to freeze.”


    “Done. It's hard to be one hundred per cent sure, but it looks like your first guess was right. It would have taken Benning a lot longer than that to freeze. Based on what I read, you shouldn't have any trouble getting some pathologist to back you up.”


    “Hmm. Great news. Too bad we're off the case.”


    “Oh well, maybe you could leak that information to the Citizen.”


    I opened my mouth but found I couldn't bring myself to tell Alvin that my buddy P. J. might turn out to be a lying snake.


    “That it?” I said, instead.


    “Not quite. Alexa called. Apparently her kids have arrived for the wedding. I wasn't even aware Alexa had children.”


    “No reason you would be, Alvin. She has two boys, both older than you. My nephews have been out of the nest for years. Great guys.”


    He let it slide. “Your sisters are having a shindig for Alexa and Conn tonight at the National Arts Centre Panorama Room. Like a shower, only it's a fundraiser.”


    “Fundraiser? Alexa and Conn don't need funds raised.”


    “Not for them. Instead of gifts, people make donations to their favourite charity. Which happens to be the Boys and Girls Club.”


    It's hard to argue with the Boys and Girls Club.


    “A great cause,” Alvin said. “Promises to be a snazzy affair. Family and special guests. How come you never mentioned it?”


    “I didn't know.”


    “You didn't know? I knew. Why wouldn't you know?”


    “I don't know why I don't know and I don't know why you do.” Was I losing my mind? I had no recollection of this latest event. I wasn't sure what I could wear to it. Which reminded me Alexa had been awfully quiet about that bridesmaid's dress. I wondered if this alleged shower was some elaborate ploy to get me into a dress shop. Nah. Farfetched, even for my family. Whether it was or wasn't, maybe I could wiggle out of it since I was nothing but an embarrassment anyway.


    “Too late,” Alvin said.


    “What?”


    “Forget what you're thinking. And you do have to go. I took the liberty of telling Edwina you'd been saying how much you were hoping to get together en famille again. Stan will pick you up at six-thirty.”


    “Maybe you'd better call her back and tell her you were hallucinating at the time.”


    “Well, I would, of course, but, she's gone out for the day. Wedding preparations for Alexa's big event.”


    “You have a lot of nerve, interfering with my family.”


    “That's exactly the way I see it with you, Camilla. I guess we're birds of a feather.”


    “Flock off then.”


    “Very funny. I'm looking forward to the big event,” said Alvin.


    “What?”


    “It sounds great.”


    “It sounds hellish, but you will have to take my word for it, because you will not be there. And before you stick your head back in that magazine, here's a task for you.”


    
      * * *
    


    Okay. I was limited in what I could do. My support systems were in the toilet. A lot of doors had closed. But nothing in my bail restrictions prevented me from talking to a pathologist.


    I made a beeline for the Ottawa Hospital and hotfooted down the hallway to the pathology department. Dr. Harry Varty had a puzzled look when I finally tracked him down in a cold green hallway.


    “Glad you're feeling better.” I seized his hand and shook it. I tried not to dwell on where that hand might have been. “Camilla MacPhee. Nice of you to make time for me.”


    “I don't believe I…”


    “This won't hurt a bit.”


    “Wait a minute. Camilla MacPhee? Why do I know that name. Have you been in the news? Aren't you the lawyer who was just disbarred?”


    This was hardly fair. “I have not been disbarred. Any complaint will probably be dismissed since it's without foundation.”


    “And weren't you charged with assault?”


    “Assault? Certainly not. There is a misinterpretation of some of my activities. A bit of grandstanding by certain interested parties.”


    “What happened to your face?”


    “Not relevant.”


    “At any rate, I don't believe you have an appointment.”


    None of his clients would have appointments, but it wasn't the time to mention that. But he wasn't finished. “And after what I read, I won't see you without checking with the police first.”


    “It's just a few questions, for God's sake,” I said. “Don't be afraid to stand on your own two feet.”


    But he was already on the other side of his office door.


    
      * * *
    


    So that didn't go well either. Never mind. He wasn't the only pathologist in the world. Benning must have died earlier in the afternoon or early evening. It was just a matter of time until I confirmed it.


    And that would be great news. Elaine was always overbooked for every minute of the day. Once a time of death was established it would be easy to poke holes in her story. Another positive: Lindsay had been in our sight all day and into the late evening.


    Neither one of them could have killed him.


    I felt like dancing, although not necessarily at a family party, even though a number of bothersome questions remained. Why did Lindsay lie about her missing sweater? Who wore Elaine's coat and hat in the Crystal Garden at two in the morning? And more to the point, how?


    But first, time to nail Elaine's activities. It would help to get a gander at her agenda for the day. How the hell could I find out without visiting the WAVE office or talking to Elaine? Big no-nos.


    Until I figured out what P. J. was up to, I couldn't trust him either. My sisters were tied up until after the wedding. The WAVE staff and Elaine knew Alvin. Breaking into the WAVE office under cover of darkness seemed out of the question, mainly because of Alexa's shower. I surprised myself at how easily I pondered a little B and E. It showed how the system creates criminals.


    I could have enlisted Mrs. Parnell, but I had other plans for her. Anyway, I had one more item of business to take care of myself.


    
      * * *
    


    “Hello,” I chirped into the phone. “I represent JFV Research Associates. We're doing a survey about the satisfactions of grandparenting. Do you have a minute to answer a few questions.”


    “I have the minute, but I don't have the grandchildren.”


    “Sorry to hear that,” I said to Mrs. Hector Lynch. She had no idea how sorry. “Could you answer a few questions, anyway? It would help others.”


    “Sure, why not.” P. J.'s mom said.


    “Wonderful. How many children do you have?”


    “One.”


    “And how old is he or she?”


    “He's twenty-nine, and since you mention it, it's high time he settled down and produced a few grandchildren.”


    “Hmmm. No daughters, then?”


    “No.”


    “Stepdaughters?”


    “No, just the one boy.”


    “I see. Nieces?”


    “No.”


    “Nephews?”


    “Sorry.”


    I took a deep breath. “Are there any small children in your life?”


    “Not really.”


    “Little red-haired neighbour kids?”


    “Pardon me? Exactly what kind of a survey is this again?”


    “Thank you, you've been very helpful.”


    
      * * *
    


    “No problem, Ms. MacPhee.” Mrs. Parnell beamed.


    “Glad to hear it.” I accepted a refill of Harvey's Bristol Cream. I felt like grabbing the bottle and chug-a-lugging.


    I was sitting on her black leather sofa listening to big sounds from her massive stereo system and wishing her lovebirds didn't have quite such loud and unappealing calls.


    “Exactly the kind of challenge I've been needing. Get me away from the computer and the phone.”


    “I thought it might be.”


    Mrs. Parnell raised her glass in a toast. “Yes, here's to being back in the swing of things. I have felt a sense of failure since my web searches and calls failed to produce the desired results. Many interesting tidbits though, fascinating, but false steps.”


    “Don't worry about it. Benning's relationships would be clandestine anyway, not likely to be publicly available.”


    “Still, I thought I would turn up something, if not on Benning's criminal connections or family, then at least on Rina Benning's relatives. Nothing but dead ends.”


    “It's probably good news, Mrs. P. If there are no other significant leads, we can focus on Randy Cousins. You and Alvin did one hell of a job there.”


    “Nevertheless, I feel like a fool, leading the troops astray, wasting time.”


    “Something wrong with those love birds, Mrs. P.?”


    “The last time they were terribly agitated, I believe it had to do with your cat, Ms. MacPhee.”


    “Your cat. So you're ready to take on the challenge?”


    “With pleasure. I'm tied up this evening, but tomorrow's clear. I'll be in the trenches.”


    
      * * *
    


    Back in my own apartment, soaking in the tub and making plans for the next bit of investigating, I had a moment's niggle about what kind of trouble Mrs. P. could get into. But the task seemed straightforward.


    Her challenge did not extend to the real battlefield. She was an innocent-looking old lady most people would not associate with me. What could go wrong? I relaxed, smiled and splashed a few bubbles in the direction of the calico cat.


    We were getting somewhere on the Randy Cousins front, and Mrs. P. would move that forward nicely. As soon as I found confirmation about freezing times, we'd get Elaine back on the street, where she could continue her life's work of annoying everyone she met.


    No matter what the evening held, tomorrow looked promising.

  


  
    Twenty-Three


    The ride to the NAC would have been tense even if Alvin and Mrs. Parnell hadn't been in the Buick along with Edwina, Stan and me. On the up side, in deference to her bad legs, Mrs. Parnell was installed in the front seat, leaving me to stew in the back with Edwina. On the down side, Alvin was also in the back seat, giving me one more thing to stew about.


    “Should be a great evening,” he said.


    I kept my mouth shut.


    “Fine food, desserts, nice view. Hmmm.”


    I bit my tongue.


    “I bet it cost a bundle.”


    “It will be worth it,” Edwina said.


    “It better be.” And I'd thought Stan was asleep at the wheel.


    “Lively family conversations.” Alvin just wouldn't shut up.


    “And the wedding,” Mrs. Parnell boomed from the front seat. “Looking forward to an update.”


    Stan snickered. “Oh, you'll hear about the big wedding.”


    I turned to Edwina and whispered. “It's only a week until the wedding. Why do we have another social event? I have things to do.”


    “Smarten up, Camilla. Everyone's busy Stan and I planned this evening in place of the traditional dinner after the rehearsal.”


    “Wait a minute, I thought it was a shower.”


    “It's in place of both. People are thrilled for Alexa and Conn. They want to show it. But, of course, they're trying to combine two households, so they don't need anything. And anyway, it's a nice surprise, which is why we didn't tell you until today, in case you…”


    At least I hadn't forgotten it. For some reason, I had been kept in the dark. I thought that was a nice change with my family. “All these parties are too much for Daddy.”


    “Exactly why we're doing it. We're spreading out the celebrations. We don't want him getting exhausted, and he wanted us together. He's excited about the boys being home.”


    I gave up. I stared out the window up the hill as we whipped past the Parliament Buildings on Wellington until I felt Edwina's sharp elbow in my ribs. “As for you, Camilla, nobody will mention the mess you made of your face or the trouble with the Law Society and the police. You can reciprocate by behaving like a functioning member of the family. No buts. No smart remarks. Just do it.”


    “Okay.”


    “And if that's what I think it is on your upper lip, you'd damn well better get waxed before the wedding, missy.”


    
      * * *
    


    A little of my sisters goes a long way. This would be a lot of my sisters. They made a big show of cooing over Alexa's tall blonde boys, Scott and Andy. The boys were full of news about their careers. Promotions, transfers, Silicon Valley acronyms. Edwina and Donalda pressed them for information about girlfriends.


    Mrs. Parnell and Alvin also received the visiting royalty treatment. As for me, I was conscious of ice crystals forming on the tips of my ears. To say nothing of my upper lip.


    “Mrs. Parnell, we're very pleased you could join us,” Donalda said, helping to steady the walker and guide Mrs. P. to our table.


    “Any time,” Mrs. P. said. “All I ever need is an invitation.”


    “Of course, you have a standing invitation to any of our family dinners,” Edwina said, lifting one powerful eyebrow. “Surely Camilla must have mentioned it.”


    Damn.


    “I'm sure she must have, but the old memory's not what it used to be.”


    “Alvin! What a lovely shirt,” Donalda said. “So vibrant. Just what we need to lift our spirits.”


    I was beginning to think he could blush on demand.


    My father was already seated along with Donalda and Joe at a long table with a view of the canal. “Violet,” he said, standing and adjusting his tie.


    Mrs. Parnell gave as close as you could come to a girlish pirouette while clutching the handle of an aluminum walker.


    As a special treat, Alvin had brought Day-Glo leis for everyone. We looked most festive as we waited with the lights low to surprise the bejesus out of Alexa and Conn.


    It promised to be a long, long night.


    
      * * *
    


    “Gee.” Alvin swallowed one more chocolate truffle. “It's getting late, and I haven't heard the latest about the wedding plans.”


    “Yes,” said Mrs. Parnell, “I'd love to have the details.”


    Oh, nice. From the frying pan into the fire.


    “You have your invitation, I hope,” my father said.


    “Oh, yes,” Mrs. P. said. “I can't wait.”


    “Me neither,” said Alvin.


    What?


    “One week from tonight,” Donalda said with a glance in my direction.


    “Under control,” Edwina said, firmly.


    Alexa fixed me with a look. A dress shop would have been a palatable alternative to this shindig, but it seemed better not to mention it.


    “We're ready. Even the problem with Camilla's dress is solved,” Alexa said.


    “I don't believe I've ever been to a candlelight wedding on Valentine's Day,” said Mrs. Parnell. “It sounds romantic.”


    My father said, “Very romantic.”


    When your parents hit eighty, you'd think you could count on them to settle down and not be making cow eyes at the neighbours.


    “Let's see.” Edwina ticked items off on her fingers. “The flowers have been selected, cream-coloured roses and callas, the colour scheme's worked out, the favours are ready, the seating arrangements are done, the music's been chosen, the caterer's been whipped into shape. St. Jim's is booked. The men have their tuxes ready. Andy and Scott are here, ready to waltz Alexa down the aisle. Except Camilla has shown not the slightest interest in any of the preparations…”


    “What do you mean, the problem with Camilla's dress is solved?” I said.


    Alexa said: “Edwina selected one for you. It's being shortened. Ready tomorrow. You don't even have to pick it up.”


    They do say be careful what you wish for. Having my bail revoked started to look like a better prospect than wearing a bridemaid's dress selected by the Starch Queen.


    “What kind of music?” Alvin said. “I have a superb Jimmy Buffett collection. I'd be glad to let you have it.”


    I would owe him one for the attempt at deflection.


    “Then,” Edwina said, with just the tiniest flicker in Alvin's direction, “there's just the rehearsal.”


    “Rehearsal?” I blurted.


    “Oh, Camilla.”


    I hate it when they all speak at once. “Okay, okay, of course, the wedding's a big deal. But aren't they all the same? It's not like we haven't done it before.” Everyone was looking at me. “I thought this was in place of the rehearsal. What?”


    Edwina narrowed her eyes, “Of course, there's a rehearsal. It's a time-honoured tradition. Although you appear to be unaware of it.”


    I thought I heard Alexa sniffle.


    Edwina crossed her arms. “For my peace of mind, Camilla, tell us where the rehearsal is and when.”


    Mrs. Parnell leaned forward and whispered to me, “She brings to mind Churchill at his finest hour.”


    I can think on my feet. Where would it be? Daddy always says when your back's to the wall, use your brain.


    “St. Jim's, of course. Sunday night.”


    Edwina's eyebrow remained raised.


    “Saturday,” I amended. You probably can't have a rehearsal on a Sunday.


    Edwina's nostrils flared. I was running out of options.


    “Friday evening then.” I detected a sigh of relief around the table. “What are you worried about? I'll be there.”


    That did the trick. Conversation turned to the wonderful view of the canal.


    “Terribly romantic,” Mrs. Parnell said. “With those twinkly lights and the fresh snow and skaters.”


    My father smiled. “We must come here again.”


    Alexa leaned over and whispered, “Let's go to the ladies', Camilla.”


    “I don't need to go.”


    “Yes, you do.”


    “What? Ouch. Okay.”


    Once we were through the door, she let me have it. “I want you to promise on your honour to be nice to the best man. Is that clear?”


    The best man. Maybe I was underinvolved in this wedding. I tried to remember who the best man was. One of Alexa's boys? But hadn't Edwina just said they were walking her down the aisle? Of course, they could do both. I couldn't remember anyone mentioning it. I racked my brain, but it was full of Benning and Lindsay and Elaine Ekstein. No matter what, I knew better than to let on I had no idea who the best man was.


    “Why wouldn't I be nice to the best man?”


    Alexa leaned over and whispered, “Promise you won't make those horrible remarks about his tail getting caught in the door.”


    When we returned to the table, Leonard Mombourquette lifted his champagne glass to toast Alexa. His whiskers twitched.

  


  
    Twenty-Four


    It's hard to believe a twisted creep like Benning could have a following. But if you judged by his funeral service, he did.


    My bail conditions said nothing about staying away from Benning family and friends. So that was good. I didn't have to put a bag over my head. I slipped into the back row as the ceremony was starting.


    The forces of good were well represented. At the opposite side of the church was Alvin, wearing black, perfect for a requiem if you didn't count the crimson sneakers. I assumed he was scanning the mourners from behind his sunglasses.


    Mrs. Parnell had parked herself off to the side. Not in disguise but, as she likes to say, nobody gives old war horses a second look. A smattering of people huddled here and there. I was disturbed by the ordinary appearance of this small gathering. Somehow you'd expect Ralph Benning's enormous evil to leave behind mourners with a twisted, bizarre look.


    I wasn't surprised to see Lindsay or Benning's lawyer. But Conn McCracken and Mombourquette knocked me for a loop. And Constable Miranda Cousins was a bonus. I'd heard the cops like to check out funerals for suspects, but talk about overkill. Especially since the state had slapped Elaine behind Plexiglas and steel.


    I found myself calculating their average hourly salaries and adding travel time for good measure. I factored in the cost for the legal aid lawyer who was gamely keeping up the pretence that Benning had been worth defending. Quite a tidy sum. Benning had been a one-man growth industry for the local legal eagles.


    Wouldn't the local newspapers love to get their mitts on that idea? I decided to mention it to my questionable friend, P. J. Lynch, since I spotted his tousled red head on the far side of the church. He'd probably include the cost of the assistant crown attorney. Of course, Mia was no doubt pretending that poor murdered Ralph Benning was the victim of a horrible crime, the better to build a case against Elaine. On the other hand, she wouldn't get many excuses to wear that dramatic black hat. And I had to admit, she looked damned good in it.


    Mia would count on a prime photo op after this funeral. That hadn't mattered to Lindsay, who was the only person in the church crying steadily. She couldn't have looked worse.


    The service was one-size-fits-all. How many times had I been told we celebrate God and not the deceased. The bereaved are supposed to take comfort in the future life. This one was no different. Standard funeral with a sermon on God's will and a few brief mentions of Benning. It must say “Fill in name of deceased here.”


    The officiating clergyman appeared never to have met Benning. That was fine with me. Maybe Benning hadn't deserved to be murdered, but he sure didn't merit tears and hankies. I was thankful I'd bucked the family trend and had Paul's memorial at the Unitarian Church. I'd written the eulogy myself. I had stood in front of the friends, family and colleagues and delivered it. Plenty of time to cry afterwards.


    My father had recovered eventually.


    But it's never good to dwell on Paul in public. There were other targets for my attention. I took another gander at Lindsay in the front of the church. Was she crazy? How could she cry over the man who had reduced her to a tranquillized shadow of herself? A man who would have killed her if he'd had the chance.


    She was elegant as always. The deep red of her coat was perfect for her colouring. She projected that touching air of vulnerability. Men would continue to fall at her feet. Merv was already stuck to her side. Sworn to serve and protect. There was something about Lindsay in her red coat. Something nibbled at my memory, but I couldn't quite figure it out.


    I turned my attention to Randy Cousins. What the hell was her connection with Benning? A lover? If Lindsay seemed unlikely in that role, how much less plausible was Constable Cousins? At six feet, she would have been taller than him. Her short, spiky hair didn't seem calculated to attract a man. She didn't strike me as the kind of woman he preferred. Rina Benning had once been reedlike and lovely. Lindsay was graceful and petite. Randy looked like she could beat the guys at arm wrestling as a warm-up for a triathlon.


    Randy Cousins was strong, confident and attractive. But I didn't think she'd been Benning's lover. But what? Mrs. P. and Alvin were working hard to find out. Time to turn up the burner on my investigation. Especially since my bruised back still ached, and I figured I owed those bruises to Randy Cousins's knees. She had the strength to toss a person into a snowbank and probably the disposition to finish the job.


    When people began filing out of church, I leaned back out of the way but not quite far enough to avoid Conn McCracken's eye. Ditto Mombourquette's. And Randy Cousins spotted me. No doubt about it, she knew who I was all right. And she didn't like me much either.


    I gave her a merry little wave. From the look on her face, I thought she might pull out her Glock and shoot me for the fun of it. Mombourquette put a steadying hand on her arm as they left the church.


    Alvin would find out where she went afterwards and with whom. I stayed in the back of the church until the congregation, the highly paid public servants, the photographers and the reporters cleared away.


    The ceremony left me feeling empty. Nothing would undo the damage Benning had done. To the dead, to the living, to himself and to others.


    When was it going to end?


    On the bright side, I'd figured out where I'd seen Randy Cousins before and why that was important. All I had to do was prove it.


    But first, a word with my alleged friend, P. J.


    
      * * *
    


    His gap-toothed smile faded as soon as I opened my mouth.


    “Don't say a word, P.J. I want to know who those kids were.”


    “Kids?”


    “Yes. The nephews you managed to collect without having a sister. Or a brother.”


    “Okay, Tiger, so they're not exactly nephews. They're close friends of the family.”


    “Nope.”


    “Not really close friends of the family. I think of them as nephews but, to tell the absolute truth, they're kids from the neighbourhood.”


    The little bastard.


    “Wrong.”


    “I can explain,” he said.


    “Explain this,” I said, showing my middle finger. I didn't bother to give him my neat story idea.


    
      * * *
    


    “For God's sake, Camilla. Are you out of your mind?”


    “Hi, Conn.”


    “What the hell were you doing at Benning's funeral?”


    “Last time I looked, it wasn't against the law to go to a religious service. Even for Benning. And, although the forces of law and justice were there in their splendour, you must have noticed I didn't approach any of them.”


    “Watch it.”


    “And, for the record, WAVE will be having a memorial service next week for Rina Benning. I'll be there too. Count on it.”


    “Be careful where else you go. We hear the Crown Attorney's office is howling for your blood. I can't always bail you out.”


    “When have you ever bailed me out? Don't bother to answer that. But I would like to know what half the force was doing at Benning's funeral anyway, since that case is supposed to be solved.”


    There was a pause long enough to bake a cake. “Where are you?”


    “Does it matter?”


    “It does if you're violating your bail restrictions by sticking your nose into this Ekstein case.”


    “Oh, great. Now it's the Ekstein case. Like she's been tried and convicted. What was the matter with the Benning case?”


    “She did confess.”


    “What is this obsession you people have with confessions? How many false confessions do you get? A ballpark figure will be fine.”


    “Of course, we get lots of them. Most of them are from nutbars.”


    “I rest my case.”


    “Don't rest your case too early. Ekstein's a major pain in the butt, but she's definitely in her right mind.”


    “I'm beginning to wonder. How can she be if she confessed to a murder she didn't commit?”


    “Okay, we've done that one to death. Where did you say you were?”


    “Why?”


    “Because I want to make sure you're not about to get yourself in a bit more trouble. Not that you couldn't get yourself into all the trouble you want. That's fine with me, except it upsets Alexa.”


    “Ah.”


    “So where are you?”


    “Where am I?” This was beginning to be fun.


    “Yes.”


    “I'm picking up girl stuff.”


    “Oh.” Apparently McCracken wasn't devious enough to ask if picking up girl stuff meant I was heading off to confirm a few new details about his colleague, Randy Cousins. So I didn't have to lie.


    “Hey, no problem. I sure don't want Alexa in a snit. By the way, Conn, do you have any idea if Elaine Ekstein's SUV is still impounded?”


    “Yeah. Still impounded. And don't get any ideas.”


    “I think I left some of my stuff in it. Can I check it out?”


    “How stupid do you think I am?” I'm sure he didn't want me to answer. He added, “Don't even contemplate trying to see it. The judge would include Elaine Ekstein's vehicle in those bail conditions. And then slam, slam.”


    “Yikes,” I said, “Alexa would go out of her mind.”


    “That's right. So start behaving like an adult.”


    “I'd like to, but I have this huge problem. I need some information from the SUV. If I'm right, and I believe I am, it could show how the killer set her up. It's worth a bit of hassle.”


    “Forget it.”


    “You don't even know what it is.”


    “Are you out of your mind?”


    “I have no choice.”


    “For Chrissake, it will kill your sister if you're banged into the RDC for the wedding.”


    “Nice talking to you, Conn.” I hung up.


    McCracken held out for ten minutes. I had to hand it to him. He was getting better. This time next year, I'd probably have to refine my strategies. On the other hand, maybe he'd just needed a private spot before continuing our conversation.


    “One question,” he said.


    “Go for it.”


    “Just curious. What were you willing to risk losing your bail and wrecking your sister's wedding for?”


    I told him.


    
      * * *
    


    The atmosphere in Mrs. Parnell's apartment had changed from my last visit. And it wasn't subtle.


    “Hey, Camilla,” Alvin said from the sofa where he was hand-rolling a cigarette. I was a bit worried when I saw the parrot shirt; I thought a big dose of Jimmy Buffett was about to follow, but Mrs. Parnell had The Siege of Leningrad on. The volume was enough to shake the sherry glasses. Lester and Pierre screeched steadily from their cage. We were not talking tranquil.


    “What is that smell?” I asked.


    Alvin issued a thin stream of smoke. He crinkled his brow. I could tell he was thinking hard.


    I said, “Look, this is an apartment building with paper-thin walls and a door you can practically crawl under. Is it a good idea to smoke weed in the home of a respectable senior citizen? Do you think no one will smell it?”


    “Don't get your shorts in a twist, Camilla.”


    “And as for you, Mrs. P., if you don't want the neighbours dashing down the hall to see if the building's under siege and getting a whiff of Alvin's silly cigarettes, turn the stereo down.”


    “Alvin's right. You should learn to relax a bit, Ms. MacPhee.”


    “What? Don't tell me you're doing it too.”


    “Maybe I should,” she said. “From time to time life seems a little dull.” I hate it when she gets that wistful note in her voice.


    “Better the devil you know, Mrs. P.”


    “Perhaps you're right. A tiny bit of Harvey's?”


    “No, thanks. Look, can we get down to business?”


    “You're the boss.” Somehow Alvin conveyed a look of wide-eyed innocence through the haze.


    “Last call,” said Mrs. Parnell.


    Alvin cheerfully blew smoke.


    “What is the matter with you two? Do you want to get tossed into the Regional Detention Centre on charges of possession? Keep in mind it's probably too late for a bail hearing today. On the upside, you might get a chance to cosy up to Elaine and find out what she's planning.”


    “What an outmoded, undemocratic and unpalatable piece of legislation anyway,” said Alvin. “Absolutely needs to be challenged.”


    “Ms. MacPhee, you must learn to pick your battles.”


    “Right. And the battle I'm picking is to get Elaine out of the tank before she engineers a return to capital punishment.”


    “Wow,” said Alvin, “capital punishment. Could that happen?”


    “Not in this country.” Mrs. Parnell drained her glass of Harvey's. “Nevertheless, Ms. MacPhee's right. We must soldier on in the fight to save Ms. Ekstein from ignoble incarceration.”


    “No problem,” said Alvin.


    “I'm beginning to despair of both…” I stopped mid-speech. Was Edwina's tone beginning to creep into my voice? Not that it mattered, since neither of them was paying any attention. “Fine.” I started again. “Mrs. P., did you have any luck finding out what I asked?”


    “Direct hit to the target,” Mrs. Parnell said.


    “Ah.”


    Alvin giggled. Mrs. Parnell rammed a fresh cigarette into the holder. Alvin smirked. “We have her.”


    “That's confirmed. We have been able to verify Constable Miranda Cousins was one of three officers on duty outside Lindsay Grace's house the night of the murder.” Mrs. Parnell loved this game.


    “You were right, Camilla,” Alvin said. “Those police issue hats sure do make for instant ugly. She hassled me when I showed up, and I didn't even realize she was a she.”


    “Well, I knew we'd had a woman officer on guard. This is good news,” I said. “It's another link between Randy Cousins and our case.”


    “Calls for a toast,” said Mrs. P.


    “Let's keep our heads clear and analyze this. First, a cop would be in a good position to get access to a street drug, like Rohypnol. Our gal Randy was on duty outside Lindsay's house the night the murder took place. Did she have access to the coffee? Could she have slipped the drug into it? If she felt confident we were out cold and her partner was drugged too, she would have been free to do the dirty deed and let the suspicion fall on Elaine.”


    “Way to go,” said Alvin.


    “Of course, on the down side, she was never alone with the coffee,” I said, “but who cares? It muddies the waters, and it's a good start on a defence.”


    “But we're not Ms. Ekstein's defence team any more.” Mrs. Parnell consoled herself with a tiny top up.


    Defence team? “Perhaps not at the moment. We'll have to wait until Elaine changes her plea, then we'll pass on this information to Berelson. Even if it is full of holes, he'll make the most of it.”


    “Full of holes, Ms. MacPhee?”


    “The crown will claim Constable Cousins couldn't have known about the coffee in advance. Therefore she couldn't have planned to drug it. They'll figure out she wasn't alone with the thermoses. Think back.”


    “What will you say to that?”


    “Nothing, since I've been dismissed from the case, but Berelson could insinuate Constable Cousins would have been looking for opportunities. Even so…”


    “Maybe the pizzas,” Alvin piped up.


    “We've already established the drug must have been in the coffee,” Mrs. Parnell said.


    “Bummer,” said Alvin.


    “Nevertheless, we believe Randy Cousins did take advantage of the situation,” Mrs. P. said.


    “The reason's clear,” I said.


    “Definitely,” said Mrs. P.


    “Okay,” Alvin said, “I'll play. What was her reason?”


    “Things were getting too hot to handle. Benning was…”


    “A loose cannon,” said Mrs. Parnell.


    “That's right. Her involvement in Benning's cases was a matter of record. When Benning escaped and shot a cop, she knew the brass would start to take rumours seriously. They'd flush her out fast. It didn't take us long, and we don't have access to the same information the police and the Crown had.”


    Mrs. Parnell smiled.


    “She had to kill him,” Alvin said.


    “That's right.”


    “To keep him from dragging her deeper into the situation.”


    “She would have been exposed. Her career ruined. Disgrace. Resignation. Humiliation,” Mrs. P. said mistily.


    “Never mind that, she'd be charged and convicted. She'd be a pariah on the force and in the community. They'd throw the book at her if they could find any complicity. And as a police officer, she'd be extremely vulnerable if she had to serve time.”


    “Would she serve time?”


    “Good bet.”


    “Could she plead one of those battered lover cases?” Alvin said.


    I still couldn't see Randy Cousins as one of Benning's lovers.


    “She doesn't look the type,” Mrs. Parnell said.


    “You can never tell,” Alvin said. “The weirdest people fall for each other.”


    “I'm betting on plain old self-preservation. We just need to bolster our case before we go public,” I said.


    “Let us do a little more digging, troops,” Mrs. P. said.


    “Friends, school, previous jobs, the works,” I added. “We'll need a home address for her in order to talk to her neighbours.”


    She drew herself up. “I know the drill, Ms. MacPhee. I've assembled my kit for the occasion and I'm ready to roll out.”


    “And I can't be seen to be associated with your investigation.”


    “Of course. And we don't want you lurking around revealing our position to the enemy. Do we, Alvin?”


    “For sure.” Alvin emitted yet another cloud. “You know, Violet, those lovebirds make an awful racket, but they sure have excellent colours.”


    Lester and Pierre shrieked on cue.


    “Where do lovebirds come from?” Alvin said.


    “Not Florida,” I said. “Not Hawaii either.”


    “Lovebirds. They're like the official bird of Valentine's week.”


    I leaned over to Mrs. Parnell and whispered, “Do not allow him to redecorate your apartment when he's in this state.”


    “Tackle the task at hand, Ms. MacPhee. That's always been my motto.”


    “Don't worry,” Alvin giggled from the sofa. “We'll get her.”


    “Yes, I'm sure you will.”


    “Shouldn't take long.” Mrs. Parnell hummed along with Shostakovitch as she set up a flip chart in the corner and popped the top off a black marker. “I'll plan our offensive strategy.”


    “Good. I'll slip over to my place and feed your cat.”

  


  
    Twenty-Five


    I hate it when I'm stuck. And I was stuck again. Alvin and Mrs. Parnell were having all the fun. I had nothing better to do than sit around and wait for someone to try and kill me. They were still at their research the next morning. I wasn't sure if they'd slept the night before. It seemed better not to ask.


    I decided to leave them to it and enjoy an Alvin-free morning at the office. It just wasn't as pleasant as I'd expected. Every single activity at Justice for Victims was boring. Letters to be written, signed and photocopied. Filing. Briefs to be read. Briefs to be written. Plans for fundraising to be thought through.


    Not to mention the kind of stuff Alvin puts off.


    It would have been a good day to shop for a bridesmaid's dress, but apparently that was already taken care of.


    I cleaned out the voice mail, including a breathless message from P. J. saying he thought I'd understand about the non-nephews if he could spend a bit of time explaining it to me. He had a tip for me too.


    Delete.


    I thought about the case instead. The biggest problem was obviously Elaine. The longer she stayed in jail issuing self-incriminating statements to the press, the more likely she'd get a hefty sentence. Elaine was stubborn, short-sighted and maybe even crazy, but there are worse traits, and, anyway, she'd always been there for me whenever I'd needed help. Trouble was, unless we could prove Randy Cousins' involvement, Elaine's neck would stay on the line. The cops would protect their own, and I had less than no pull with the Crown. There was nothing I could do without making the situation worse.


    Or was there?


    After an hour of pacing and muttering out loud, I had an idea.


    And a good way to kill two birds.


    
      * * *
    


    “Hey!” I said, “it's Camilla.”


    Complete and utter silence.


    “Hello?”


    Not even the sound of breathing.


    “Leonard, are you there?”


    “What do you want?”


    “Is that anyway to talk to a friend? I need to discuss a few of the wedding arrangements with you. Do we have to fight?”


    “Wedding arrangements?”


    “Exactly.”


    “Let's see if I understand. You want to talk about the wedding arrangements with me. Do I have that right?”


    “You do.”


    “Pull the other one, Camilla.”


    “No, really. You know what my sisters are like.”


    “What is your point? I have work to do here.”


    “The whole is so much greater than the sum of the parts when it comes to the MacPhee girls. They are formidable when they're together. Surely you've noticed.”


    “Okay, I'll concede they're…”


    “You got it. They're a force of nature at the best of times. And Alexa is right over the top about this wedding.”


    “Well, maybe.”


    “So, its difficult for me to ask simple questions or make little suggestions without causing a blow-up.”


    “I don't have all day.”


    “Leonard, we're in the wedding party together, remember. I need to know what's going to happen when. I thought we could talk over coffee. But, look, don't worry about it. I understand you can't be seen with me because of this directive. I shouldn't have bothered you. Forget it happened, okay? I'll see you at the rehearsal.”


    “Look, sorry. I guess it would be okay. You're not going to hound me about the Ekstein case, right?”


    “Absolutely not. Well, you're the one with the time constraint. How about the Colonnade for lunch? Say one o'clock? You've gotta eat.”


    He grunted before he hung up. I took that as a yes.


    
      * * *
    


    “Weather's warming up.” Mombourquette shook the slush off his boots.


    “Terrific.” I was happy because he'd actually shown up. “At this rate the snow will soon be completely melted. They don't call it Waterlude for nothing.”


    I could tell he was checking for signs of sarcasm. I reminded myself to cut it out.


    “My treat. Name your poison,” I added.


    Minutes later we were tucked into a table for two at the Colonnade, sipping hot coffee and waiting for our personal-size pizzas. I love the chicken, mushroom and green pepper version, so I might have been smiling.


    “What happened to your face?”


    “Came off second best in a fight with a snowbank. You can see why I don't mind if it warms up.”


    “What…?”


    “Never mind. Now, Leonard, the wedding. I thought we could strike a truce until it's over.”


    “We'll both live longer if we do.”


    “My point exactly.” I slapped a large wedding planner I'd picked up from Mags and Fags onto the table. “As members of the wedding party, we have obligations. I thought we could check them out.”


    “I already know what to do.”


    “You do?”


    “Yes, Conn gave me a written list of instructions. It had my responsibilities laid out in point form with time frames and a place to check off each activity as it's completed. Came with a little pen.”


    “Ah. That would be Edwina's doing.”


    “I assumed all instructions would have come from Alexa.” Mombourquette picked up the Wedding Planner.


    “Nope. It's Edwina's style.”


    “Whoever. They're clear-cut, easy to follow. It's just one day, and Conn has been my partner for a lot of years.” He started leafing through the pages of the planner.


    “So Conn gave you a sheet. But I don't have the equivalent sheet for the maid of honour? I wonder why?”


    “I bet it's because you wouldn't follow any of the instructions, no matter who they were from. They probably farmed out your chores to other people.” Mombourquette stopped flipping and pointed out a sizeable checklist. “Did you help address the invitations?”


    “Is that a joke?”


    “Did you arrange the shower?”


    “Of course not, Edwina and Donalda did all that. They'd never leave me in charge of something like that. Is there more?”


    “Lots of stuff on the wedding day. Help the bride to get dressed. Ensure the other attendants are presentable. Witness the wedding certificate. Remind the bride of the reception time table. Help the bride get ready…”


    “This is the first I've heard about any of this. Except maybe the witnessing.”


    “It's all standard stuff. I guess your family doesn't believe you'll do it. Or they don't believe you'll get it right.”


    “I'm glad we're having this talk. What happens at this rehearsal?”


    “Use your brain.”


    “Listen, Leonard. It's on Friday, three days before the wedding. I just need to know is there a reason for that timing?”


    “Not that I'm aware of. Just a scheduling thing. You should know all this.”


    “No need to be snippy, Leonard. I guess we're expected to dress up?”


    “I'd say we should look respectable. And you should make an effort to be polite.”


    “I guess I can do that, since the damn thing means so much to Alexa. Even though it's obviously brought her to the brink of psychosis. But hey.”


    “Good.”


    “On a related topic, Officer Randy Cousins. You've worked with her quite a bit. Did she ever have a relationship with Ralph Benning?”


    His cup hit the table with a bang. “What?”


    “You heard me. Is that what the police are trying to keep secret?”


    “Did you get me here to talk about that? You are reprehensible.”


    Big word for a little rodent. “Hey, don't get me wrong. I needed to talk to you about the wedding stuff. I seem to have the wrong effect on people over the phone for some reason. Since I can't go to police HQ, I figured you wouldn't mind. We're practically family.”


    “You're barking up the wrong tree about Randy, Camilla.”


    “Am I?”


    “Yes, you're also full of shit.”


    “Could be. But you might want to check and see how many times she was involved with Benning's arrests, charges and other stuff.”


    “No, I don't want to. Randy is one of the finest officers I ever met, and I can tell you she has never been involved with Ralph Benning in any inappropriate way.”


    “She was on guard at Lindsay's house the night Benning was killed. Kind of a coincidence. She a friend of yours?”


    “She's someone I have a tremendous amount of respect for.”


    “We hate it, don't we, when it looks like our friends are unjustly accused. I found out the hard way. Give it a bit of thought.”


    “You're a real bitch, Camilla.” He pushed back his chair.


    “You know something, Leonard? I checked the Confederation Park site and guess what, there's no video surveillance there. I mentioned it to Conn and to Mia Reilly. Neither of them deny it.” I had him.


    “I know,” he said.


    “How did you get the tape?”


    “It was dropped off in the police station.”


    “Oh, great. Speaking of security, did anyone catch sight of the person who dropped it?”


    “It was just left in the second floor hall.” He wasn't meeting my eyes.


    “That's interesting. Someone who had access to the police station without being noticed. Someone like, let's say for the sake of argument, a police officer? So, Leonard, who do you suppose took that video footage?”


    I could tell by the way he shrugged that he'd been asking the same question.


    “If you're about to suggest she did it herself to get media attention, then why was she so careful not to show her face? We both know why. Because it wasn't her. It was someone else. And your job should be to find out who. Here's another question for you. Why did you head for Lindsay's house the morning after Benning died? Did Officer Cousins suggest it?”


    “No, she didn't. An anonymous tip.” Mombourquette was on his feet, gripping the table.


    “Was your anonymous tip from a police cruiser?”


    “No, it wasn't.”


    “Where was it from?”


    “A phone booth. Not that it's your business.” We had the attention of everyone at the neighbouring tables by this time.


    “It is my business. You know what I think?”


    “I don't give a rat's ass.”


    It was hard to let that pass, but I stuck to my guns. “Officer Randy Cousins was in Benning's pocket, and Benning was getting too hot to handle. Maybe she helped him to escape, killed him and then decided to frame Lindsay Grace. She was in a position to do it.”


    Mombourquette's incisors gleamed. “Listen to me. And listen good. The first domestic Randy pulled, the husband murdered the wife. Stabbed her with the carving knife. Thirty-one times. Randy held her hand while she died. She was covered in the victim's blood by the time the back-up showed. The perp pleaded down and got out in eighteen months. Randy hates wife-beaters. She's a big supporter of WAVE and all those other groups. There's no fucking way she had anything going with Benning.”


    That was loud enough to get everyone's attention, even the crowd waiting for take-out at the other end of the café.


    “Her name turns up in connection with his dozens of times.”


    “There's a good reason. She pulled out all the stops to get him. She was out to nail the bastard.”


    “Maybe you shouldn't shout, Leonard.”


    “Maybe you should learn to listen.”


    “Okay, I get it. Randy Cousins couldn't have killed Benning because she was out to nail him.”


    “You got this assbackwards, Camilla. Every member of the force will go out of his way to stop you from hassling Randy.”


    “I understand why she attended his funeral. I'm not letting this one go, Leonard.”


    “You'd better. And stay away from Randy.”


    “Oh, and you asked about my face. I picked up my new look in an attack right after I left you in the police gym. Who followed me out of the gym, Leonard? Think back. Whose raised knees would match up with my kidneys, right here?”


    He headed for the door and turned, “Get a rabies shot, Camilla, unless it's too late.”


    Every eye in the Colonnade followed him as he stormed out the door. I felt the heads swivel back to me.


    “See you Friday, sweetie.” I blew him a kiss.


    I kept my chin up until the two personal-sized pizzas arrived. Then I smiled. Watching the take-out section had given me an answer.


    Everyone's coffee must have been drugged at the same time. The pizza had never been alone. Elaine had brought the coffee from the WAVE office. Someone who knew where she was headed must have fiddled with the thermoses.


    For sure she'd been to the Colonnade. She would have waited at least a few minutes. With the snow banks on Metcalfe and the side streets as high as they were, even Elaine wouldn't have been able to park right in view. She would have tucked the SUV into the back parking lot of the Colonnade. She'd probably left the thermoses there while she picked up the pizza. I checked the lot as soon as I left. Busy as the Colonnade is, a suitably devious person could have tampered with that coffee without attracting attention.


    Who better than a police officer in uniform? And I knew just the one. I was certain I had it figured out. I just had to wait for an answer from Conn McCracken to confirm how she got into the SUV. Which reminded me, Randy Cousins was still out there. Tall, strong and carrying a gun.


    It gave another meaning to the need for police protection.


    
      * * *
    


    While I waited for various well-stirred pots to boil over, I had areas where nothing was cooking. Mainly I needed to find out whom Elaine had seen or talked to from the time she picked up the coffee from the WAVE office until she showed up at Lindsay's place. Given the limitations of my bail restrictions, this was proving tricky.


    But I knew one person I didn't have to stay away from, and I was smiling as I rang her doorbell.


    “Merv take the day off?” I said when Lindsay peered through the glass. She opened the door and gave a weak grin.


    Good start. Not everyone liked my jokes.


    “Actually, he took the day on.”


    “You mean, he's here?”


    “I mean he's back at work. He seems to be getting better, and his doctor said he could go back to work part-time.”


    “Great news.” Great because he and his gall-bladder wouldn't be there to run interference.


    “You're looking better yourself, Lindsay.” I don't know why I said it, since it wasn't true.


    “Am I? Well, as they say, life goes on.”


    She sank wearily onto the sofa, and I took the chair.


    “I need to talk to you about Elaine and the murder. I know it's tough for you, but I'm trying to understand what goes through the mind of a woman under Benning's spell.”


    She blinked. “Elaine wasn't under his spell.”


    “Right. And she didn't kill him either. But somebody did. I need to figure out what would have pushed that person to murder him. But I don't want to upset you any more.”


    I had worked up that piece of dialogue and practiced it on my way over. The truth was I felt like shaking her. It was obvious at the funeral she was grieving for Benning. But she took me by surprise.


    “I like you better when you're yourself, Camilla. Nobody is going to fall for the phony sympathy.”


    My turn to blink. “That obvious, am I? Good to know. Let me start again. You were genuinely grieving at the funeral.”


    “It's not impossible to love someone who's dead.”


    “I learned that the hard way. But it's not the issue. When he was alive, he terrorized you. He made you an emotional hostage. You broke free with a lot of help from Elaine, and yet he kept his hold on you. He had the same hold on Rina. She went out to meet him despite the danger. What compelled her?”


    She gazed out the window. “I don't know why anyone would do that.”


    “Yes, you do. Because you did it too.”


    Her back stiffened. Bingo.


    “No.”


    “The night he was killed, you left the house.”


    “I didn't.”


    “You did. And you'd better tell me about it. I am not the enemy, Lindsay.”


    “It isn't true.”


    “You planned to meet him that night, and something terrible happened. Is that why your cream cashmere tunic and pants were missing in the morning?”


    “They're here somewhere.


    “If they're here, let's see them.”


    “You can't. I gave them away.”


    “Okay. Who did you give them to?”


    “I dropped them in one of those boxes for the Sally Ann.”


    “Which one?”


    “I don't remember.”


    “People are weird. When they give away this season's latest style in cashmere, they don't drop them into boxes and forget about them.”


    She was crying. I felt like a shit. But that didn't matter, because I feel like a shit half the time, and we were getting somewhere. It took another minute before the fight went out of her. “He called.”


    “What did he say?” I felt a little rush of blood to my head. “Why in God's name would you go?”


    She held up her hand. “Look, this is hard for me to admit. But I don't need you to yell at me.”


    I took a deep breath. “Right. Sorry. But you're an intelligent woman. And you took such a risk.”


    “It didn't seem dangerous to me.”


    “After what happened to his wife? After he beat her to death?”


    She raised her chin.


    I tried to calm myself. No point in shouting at the victim. It wasn't up to me to decide whether she should have had more sense, which she should have. Lindsay still wasn't the bad guy.


    “I hadn't heard about Rina.” She had a little resistance left.


    “Don't get mad. I'm trying to understand. You were hiding out.”


    “Yes.”


    “Terrified he would come after you.”


    “Yes.”


    “We were there to protect you.”


    “Yes.”


    “What could he have said to make you…” I took a breath.


    “Stupid?” she said.


    “Well, you went to meet him. In spite of everything you knew.”


    “I'm not sure I understand it myself. He contacted me.”


    “How?”


    “By phone.”


    “But we were sitting right in this room all evening.”


    “Everyone had flaked out when I woke up at about eleven-thirty. I crawled up to bed. He called on my cellphone. I keep it next to my bed.”


    “Okay. So he phoned.”


    “Yes, and I spoke to him.”


    “You didn't try to wake us up?”


    “I was half-asleep when I answered. I don't know what I thought.”


    “Or if.”


    “He said he was hurt. He sounded faint.”


    It took a lot of effort not to scream that he couldn't have called. He would have been dead long before.


    “He said he had been hit by a police bullet during the escape. He had lost a lot of blood. A lot.”


    “Go on.”


    “He had been hurt again when he chased Alvin, I guess.”


    “He said that?”


    “He didn't mention Alvin in particular, but he told me he'd bumped someone with a car and then hit his head and he wasn't feeling right.”


    “Okay.”


    “He thought he was going to die. I pleaded with him to turn himself in. He believed the police would kill him. He'd never even stand trial. I tried to reason with him, but it was no use.”


    I asked myself if I could fall for such a stupid setup.


    “I'm sure you find this unbelievable.”


    “Who am I to talk? I made the wrong move after a phone call once and two people died as a result.”


    “Someone died as a result of this.”


    “But that wasn't your fault.”


    “Maybe. I didn't kill him. I just did what I thought I had to.”


    “What happened?”


    “I tried to convince him he'd be better off with medical attention. He was getting upset. He was almost incoherent. His answers didn't make sense. He wanted to say goodbye to me. He said he loved me, and he was going to die. I believed him.”


    I had a hard time with the pleading look in her eyes. “So then what did you do?”


    “I went back downstairs. Everyone was snoring.”


    “Where was he?”


    “I believed him. I took my cellphone. I thought I could get close enough to see what was happening and then call for an ambulance.”


    “The cops didn't see you?”


    “No, I left from the basement parking.”


    “What? This house was surrounded. Two cops in the front.


    One in the back. You couldn't get out of parking without being seen.”


    “My neighbour's in Florida for the winter. I have her keys. I took her car. I wore a scarf on my head and a pair of glasses. It's what I've been doing since I've been here, every time I left the house. I thought I'd nod at the cops and then…”


    “They could have stopped you.”


    “Yes. I was ready. I would say I was feeling panicked. What could they do? I didn't have to tell them about Ralph.”


    “Words fail me.”


    “I realize how stupid it was. But anyway, it didn't matter, because they were asleep.”


    “All three of them?”


    “The one in the back of the house had his nose squished right up against the window.”


    “Did you see the officers in the front?”


    “The one with the mustache had his head back against the headrest.”


    “And the other one?”


    “I didn't notice. I didn't hang around to see. I floored it and headed out.”


    I was so caught up in Lindsay's story I didn't even hear the front door open.

  


  
    Twenty-Six


    “What the hell are you doing, Camilla? I whirled. “Merv. I didn't hear you come in.”


    “I guess not.” In one leggy move he reached the sofa.


    “Lindsay's telling me what happened the night Benning died.”


    “It's time for you to hit the road, Camilla. Lindsay's been through enough.”


    “We're almost done.”


    “No, you are done.”


    “Merv, it's me now or the police in fifteen minutes.” In twenty years, I've never seen him look at me like that. “Go ahead, Lindsay. Where did you meet him?”


    “In the park by the Rideau River in Sandy Hill.”


    “What?” said Merv.


    “Shut up, Merv,” I said.


    “Listen, Camilla…”


    “Why there?”


    “Strathcona Park. We used to spend time there in the summer. Stroll along the river. Watch the swans.”


    “Thirty below. And you met him outside.”


    “I had no choice. I had to convince him to get to a hospital. I thought if I told the media he was afraid the police would kill him that would be enough to keep him safe. In protective custody.”


    “Go on.”


    “I parked the car in that lot at the end of Mann Avenue and I ran along to the area between the upper and lower park. No one can see you there.”


    “You weren't afraid?”


    “In a deserted area on the coldest night of the year, I didn't expect to find many bad guys.” One of her tiny smiles flickered.


    I felt like saying there'd been at least two bad guys. Benning and whoever killed him.


    “The path was trampled down a bit. I thought I'd see him.”


    She started to cry.


    “He wasn't there?”


    “No.”


    “No one was there?”


    “No.”


    “There was a lot of blood on the snow. A lot. Frozen. I shouldn't have touched the area. But I thought he might be under it, so I started digging. A lot of the bloody snow got on my sweater.”


    “Your sweater? You weren't wearing a coat? It was thirty below.”


    “I was, of course, but it wasn't zippered. I left in such a hurry. I was in a state and my medication didn't help my thinking.”


    “At least that would make some sense. So you dug through the snow. And you didn't find anything?”


    “Nothing. I made sure. I looked everywhere. I checked the bushes by the side of the river, and I called his name. I was half out of my mind.”


    “How long were you there?”


    “A long time. I was ready to pass out from the cold.”


    “And did you call the police?”


    She shook her head.


    “Okay, let me recap. You left us zonked, passed two police cars, with sleeping occupants, and drove in the middle of the night to meet the man who'd threatened your life, shot a police officer, bit off someone's nose and beat his wife to death while she was under protective custody That it?”


    Merv was whiter than a snow bank.


    “Yes,” she said in a small voice.


    “Okay. And then you found what you thought was his blood, and you got some of it on you.”


    “It was crazy.”


    “Sure was crazy. Lucky for you, Ralph Benning would have been long dead when he called you.”


    “What?”


    “He was already dead.”


    “He…couldn't have been dead.”


    “He was.”


    “Take it easy, Camilla,” Merv said.


    I was taking it easy. I didn't say Benning would have been nine-tenths of the way frozen by the time Lindsay's cellphone had even rung.


    “He talked to me.”


    “Someone talked to you.”


    “But…no, it was Ralph. It must have been. No one else knew about our spot.”


    “He was dead, Lindsay. We know that.”


    “I don't understand.”


    “You said his voice seemed different, and you attributed it to his injuries and perhaps the cold.”


    “Yes.”


    “Maybe his voice was different because it was someone else pretending to be Ralph. You took a lot of medication that day, and you were under serious stress. Someone was banking on it.”


    “But why?”


    “Most likely to implicate you in the crime. Getting the blood on yourself was a good start. You may have left footprints.”


    Merv towered over me. “She doesn't need this conversation.”


    “Oh yes, she does, Merv. She needed to have it before. Elaine is going to be prosecuted, and she didn't do it.”


    “Yeah, yeah. Elaine wants to be in the media spotlight. She has a political agenda, and you know it.”


    “That's not the point. Someone killed Benning. Not a woman trying to protect herself from him. Not self-defence, but what looks like cold-blooded murder. Planned. Executed with a certain flair.”


    “You're not going to badger Lindsay anymore.”


    “Take a hike, Merv. Or sit here and keep quiet. Because Lindsay talks to me or I call McCracken.”


    “No.”


    “The choice is not yours. Lindsay. What will it be?”


    “Merv, maybe you could get us some coffee or tea. I knew I would have to talk about this. I prefer Camilla, even though…”


    I thought I heard Merv say “even though she's one cold bitch” as he stomped toward the kitchen.


    “Okay, we have to work on the voice, Lindsay.”


    She was back to twisting her hands. “Not just the voice. It was the words he used.”


    “Like what?”


    “My special name and expressions. No one else knew them. Even the place. It was ours.” I kept my mouth shut. “He wouldn't tell anyone.”


    “Someone must have found out and used it to entrap you. Look, this is hard. Let's get through it. Then I can leave you alone.”


    “I'll do my best.”


    I tried not to react to her look of defeat. “You arrived there, you found the blood.”


    “Snow, bloody snow.”


    “Okay, you dug through the snow and you got it on your clothes.”


    “I thought he might be under it. I was digging with my bare hands, and it got on my sweater. Some splattered on my coat, but it's red and it didn't show the same way. I was able to clean it off. Then I took it to the cleaners.”


    Of course. The red coat that I'd noticed at the funeral. It had been hanging in a different spot on the morning after Benning's death. I'd missed that detail. What else had I missed? “But the sweater? That wasn't here when the police came the next day.”


    “No.”


    “Where was it?”


    “In the car, I turned on the heater and the snow started to melt on my sweater and stain it…”


    Red.


    “I couldn't stand it. I took it off, I stuffed it in a plastic bag. The leggings were stained too. I threw them in a garbage can on the way home.”


    “Okay. And that's why they weren't here.”


    “Yes.”


    “Somebody set you up.”


    Merv slid back on the sofa with a tray of coffee cups.


    “It must have been someone who knew your secrets and Ralph's and knew how you would behave. That someone tipped the police.”


    Lindsay choked out her next sentence. “Little Girl He always called me Little Girl. He wouldn't tell anyone that. He couldn't.”


    Merv said, “Maybe he didn't mean to.”


    “How…?”


    “Drugs can make you say things you don't want to. Maybe he'd been drugged by his killer. How else would he have been vulnerable?”


    “Sure,” I said. Lindsay wanted to delude herself about the man she'd loved. But I knew there had been no good in Benning. He wouldn't have needed to be drugged to share intimate details with a confederate. Or another lover. Whichever Randy Cousins turned out to be. “There could be many reasons. The point is you were fooled. You were intended to be fooled. The killer set you up. An excellent diversion.”


    “Yes,” she said. “I see that.”


    Good. “If Elaine hadn't confessed in full view of the world, the police would have received another phone call telling them to check your clothing for bloodstains.”


    “Maybe the killer will still try to implicate me.”


    “I don't think so. This tells me the killer didn't have it in for you in particular, otherwise the call would have come already.”


    She didn't seem to be paying attention. She frowned. “There was something wrong about that place.”


    “What?”


    “Well, it was the way the snow was crushed.”


    “Crushed?”


    “Yes, near the river. The little spot where we used to meet.” Her voice broke. “A special place. The snow was broken down to the edge of the river where we used to go. Like something had been dragged.”


    I kept quiet. What could I say to make this any less painful for her? I could tell Lindsay was making an effort to steel herself.


    “Something heavy,” she said.


    I nodded. I was beginning to figure out what might have happened to Benning.


    “Perhaps a body.” Her lip trembled. I gave her hand a squeeze. “It looked like someone dragged him to the river and dumped him.”


    “That would explain a lot.”


    “You mean how he froze so quickly?”


    “Yes.”


    “Oh, God. I cant think about it.”


    “Okay, were almost done. Okay. You saw tracks in the snow.”


    “Yes. But they'll be gone. The snow's melted.”


    “There may be something underneath. Can you show me where it was?”


    “Yes.”


    “We'll have to call the police about this.”


    “I know.”


    “You could have a problem about messing with the evidence at a crime site and not calling the police. But we can cross that bridge when we come to it.”


    “I can't deal with it.”


    “You're going to have to deal with it soon. But let's go back to the voice. It wasn't Ralph's. Could it have been someone else you knew?”


    “No. It didn't sound familiar.”


    “Okay. Could it have been a woman?”


    “A woman? No. How could it be a woman?”


    “A woman with a low voice, pretending to be an injured man.”


    The silence was louder than anything we'd heard all afternoon. Finally she spoke. “No, it was Ralph.”


    I waited a minute. I didn't suggest Ralph could have called another woman Little Girl, could have taken her to the same secret romantic spots, could have had the same sick relationship with her.


    Merv loomed behind me at the door. His jaw was knotted, his knuckles white. The sound of Lindsay sobbing echoed in the marble foyer.


    “You're turning into a real little shit, Camilla.”


    “Nice to see you too, Merv,” I said as I left.


    
      * * *
    


    My cellphone rang before I reached the office. McCracken, working late. He said. “I checked what you wanted. You were right. There's a small hole, by the driver's lock. No question about it.”


    “Great. Keep that under your hat until we need it.”


    “Oh, sure,” he said. “That'll happen.”


    “And listen, Conn. When you find the van that the killer used to move Benning, check it for drill holes too.” I had nothing to worry about. McCracken wasn't going to broadcast the news of the telltale sign of the drillbit bandit right on Elaine's SUV. That perpetrator had been apprehended months earlier, and the case was before the courts. He would have already checked the records and discovered that there was no record of Elaine's vehicle being robbed. McCracken would be scratching his head over what that little hole actually meant.


    I was left with two big questions. I hoped Alvin's next round of research would reveal Randy Cousins had been the arresting officer in the drillbit bandit case. Plus, since Randy was supposed to be so active in the war against domestic violence, I was betting she knew our favourite activist at WAVE. I just needed to prove Elaine had been in touch with Randy Cousins on her way over to Lindsay's place on the night that changed her life.


    
      * * *
    


    I hightailed it back to Lindsay's. It took ten minutes of arguing at the door with Merv before I heard Lindsay's voice and Merv stepped back to let me in.


    Lindsay looked worse every time I saw her.


    “I won't keep you long. I just need to know if Elaine's SUV was still parked in front when you left the house to meet Benning.”


    “I don't know. I wasn't looking for it.”


    “This is important. Think back. Relive it in your mind.”


    She closed her eyes.


    I said, “You drove up out of the garage in your neighbour's car on your way to find Benning. You saw the police officers were sleeping. What else did you see?”


    Her eyes opened. “It wasn't. It wasn't there. You were all inside asleep. Elaine too. She was snoring. Her SUV was gone.”


    “Holy shit. Who the hell could have taken it?” Merv said.


    I had my own ideas about that. “A lady with a lot of connections.”

  


  
    Twenty-Seven


    Thursday morning, I hit Justice for Victims in time to find my so-called office assistant stirring a pitcher of orangypink liquid, serenaded by Jimmy Buffett. The fumes of citrus combined with high-octane booze nearly overwhelmed the familiar odour of Alvin's freshly applied fake tan.


    “Did you get my message? You didn't return my call,” I said.


    “Changes in attitude, changes in latitude,” Alvin sang. “Try some of this punch. It's low-fat and full of the sunshine vitamin.” In Alvin's life that would be rum.


    “I asked you to do something, Alvin. Can you do it or not?”


    “It's a simple photo of a policewoman, Camilla. Have you no faith in my ability?”


    “Right. Can you dig that photo fast?”


    “Take a gander at your desk.”


    I checked my desk. The brown envelope labeled Camilla seemed a good start. I ignored the cartoon image of me wearing mouse ears.


    Alvin hummed “A Cuban Crime of Passion” while I ripped open the envelope. Inside I found clippings of Randy Cousins in full uniform. Plus a university graduation photo. I flipped through some human-interest stuff from community papers. I tried not to fret about the loss to the local library and instead concentrated on a couple of Polaroid shots of the good officer emerging from a police cruiser in front of Tim Hortons. Judging from the depleted state of the snow banks, I took the photos to be less than a day old.


    “Pick one,” he said. “It's a Valentine from me.”


    “Thanks, Alvin.” I might have been more effusive if Jimmy Buffett hadn't been ringing in my ears. “Lucky you didn't get caught.”


    He smiled enigmatically. Just one more thing I was better off not knowing about.


    “I saved a message from Lindsay for you,” he said, remembering for a fleeting moment that he was an office assistant.


    The message from Lindsay was crisp and to the point. “Camilla? I'm thinking about what we discussed last night. I'm going to need a lawyer. I hope you will be willing to represent me. Please call me.”


    I bet Merv wasn't going to be tickled. It pleased me because I needed a bit more help from Lindsay, and she'd just given me the means to get it. I called her and said I'd be over to talk to her soon.


    
      * * *
    


    P. J. was lying in wait for me on Elgin Street when I emerged from the JFV office late in the morning. The rain had turned his wiry red hair dark and plastered it against his scalp. Good, I thought.


    “Thank God you're here. This cold rain's running down inside my collar.”


    “Couldn't happen to a nicer guy.”


    “Aw c'mon, Tiger. Let's go have lunch and a brew at the Manx, and I can explain everything.”


    “Forget it. Anyway, it's too early for lunch.”


    “Or we can stand here and get soaked. Your choice. Free country.”


    “I choose to leave you here while /go somewhere warm and dry.”


    “Not an option, because then you'll never learn the truth, and I'll have to keep bothering you, and it's just a matter of time until one of us gets pneumonia.” It didn't sound quite that good when he said it, because his nose was obviously stuffed up.


    “Fine. Let's get it over with.”


    By the time we were settled in the Manx, we were wet enough for both of us to get pneumonia. We had the soup of the day then each polished off a pint of Smithwick's for preventive medicine.


    “My problem was,” P. J. said, as he started on his second one, “every time I asked you to go anywhere, you always said no. I thought if it wasn't a date, you might not turn me down. I knew you liked kids, and I figured you wouldn't want to hurt their feelings.”


    “I see. Could this be why I didn't remember making the arrangements in the first place?”


    He avoided my eyes. “It seemed less likely to fail that way.”


    “And the rent-a-relatives? Were they in on this complex plot?”


    “They're a couple of kids I met doing a bit of volunteer work. Everyone say s how much they look like me.”


    “That has to be the stupidest scheme I've ever heard of.”


    “Point taken. You'll be happy to hear I've joined a twelve step program for recovering stupid people.” He stopped talking to sneeze.


    “I hope the first step is to stay out of the rain.”


    He couldn't have heard me, the way he blew his nose.


    I didn't plan to let him off the hook quite so soon. “It didn't occur to you I would find out about the kids sooner or later?”


    He sniffled. “Of course, I was planning to tell you. They're such cute little guys, I thought you'd overlook the ploy once you met them.”


    “Tell you what, P. J. Don't go picking out houses with white picket fences until you get some of the finer points of dating.”


    I found it hard to stay pissed off with P.J., and I wasn't sure why. After all, I didn't like being deceived, and the guy lied like a rug. Was it because he was so damn cute? Was it that redheaded innocence or the gap between his front teeth? Who the hell knew. Maybe it was just hard to maintain a decent argument with a person who kept sneezing. Maybe I was just too caught up in the problem with Elaine.


    P. J. was getting off easy.


    I cut my losses, declined a second Smithwick's, left him smelling of wet wool and imported beer and headed home. Lindsay would have to wait.


    
      * * *
    


    She leaned into the hallway, one eye half-closed to avoid the thin stream of her own cigarette smoke. Lester and Pierre screeched in the background.


    “Ms. MacPhee, what a pleasant surprise to see you in the middle of the day. Allow me to offer you a hair dryer.”


    “I need your help, Mrs. P.”


    “At your service.”


    “You might want to hear what it is first.” I edged into her apartment and slooshed out of my soggy Sorels.


    “A little nip of Harvey's to take the edge off the weather?”


    she said.


    “No, thanks, I need a clear head.” I didn't mention the Smithwick's.


    “I look forward to any task you have in mind.”


    “Well, let me tell you what I want, and then you can decide. It does involve leaving this warm, dry apartment. I would understand if you didn't want to. And I'd have a different assignment for you.”


    “Regardless, Ms. MacPhee. I will have done much worse and faced more than a bit of icy water in my career. Don't underestimate me.”


    “I wouldn't dream of underestimating you, Mrs. P. I learned that lesson last spring.”


    “Ail in the line of duty,” she said. “Peach-faced lovebirds and Russian composers only go so far in diverting one from the ultimate boredom of growing old alone.”


    “Right.”


    “Consider this: you are surrounded by four walls all winter long, staring out at everyone else having a good time leaping into the trenches.”


    “Leaping into the trenches isn't my idea of a good time.”


    “A little self-knowledge is always useful, Ms. MacPhee. The front-line battles are exactly your idea of a good time.”


    “Maybe you're right.” I didn't want to get into an argument with my last hope. “But I can think of worse things than being bored.”


    “You think so? First, give yourself a pair of wobbly legs. And a touch of arthritis. Accept that no one believes you have anything to offer any more. Add a covering of sleet and slippery sidewalks and see how restricted your life gets.”


    “I take your point,” I said.


    “Splendid. As they say, old age is not for sissies.”


    “Okay, here's what I want you to do.”


    She leaned forward, happy as a bride on a photo shoot. I handed her the photos and clippings Alvin had collected.


    “Aha. The attractive yet highly-suspect Constable Miranda Cousins.”


    “I need someone who will not excite the least bit of anxiety when asking a few innocent questions of her neighbours.”


    “Allow me to offer my services as a wobbly and confused old lady, utterly unremarkable.”


    That's not how I would have put it, but I kept my mouth closed.


    “I am having a new set of speakers delivered sometime between four and six. As long as I'm back by then. Otherwise, I am completely at your disposal.”


    “Perfect. Alvin didn't give me her address. But once I find out where she lives, I need you to speak to her neighbours or friends in a way that won't draw any attention and find out if Benning spent any time at her apartment or in her company. You can imagine why I can't send Alvin. He's too…”


    “Don't be hard on young Ferguson, Ms. MacPhee. He's a lad of great talent.”


    “Yes, well, in this case, the talented operative needs to be subtle and believable.”


    “I'll get my coat,” Mrs. P. said.


    “Don't step outside until I find the address. I'm thinking maybe I can lean on Merv for this one.”


    “But I already have the address. It's right here,” she said, pointing to a note on her glass table. “Apparently our quarry moved to a new infill town house not far from the University of Ottawa just six months ago. Police officers might keep their home addresses private, but they need Hydro and phone service. Young Ferguson had plenty to do. Tracking down this information only took me a couple of minutes. I've learned a lot about this internet business. I must make up for my past defeats while searching for Benning's connections.”


    “I hope were talking legal activities,” I said as I copied the information.


    “What you don't know can't hurt you, Ms. MacPhee.”


    No wonder she gets along with Alvin.


    I made tracks toward my own apartment for a warm tub with a watermelon-scented bath bomb and a pleasant visit with Mrs. Parnell's purring cat.


    “And if you don't mind me saying,” she called out, “I'll not be showing the photos of Randy to the neighbours, but rather some respectable shot of Ralph Benning, my grandson. I'm having a hell of a time tracking down that boy. Don't worry about a thing.”


    Right. I kept going.


    
      * * *
    


    Maybe it was being called a bitch and a shit on the same day. More likely I preferred to avoid the dress Edwina had picked out for me. If I knew her, it would require serious engineering in the undergarment department. Anyway, I didn't have a lot to do except wait, since Mrs. Parnell had embarked on her reconnaissance mission, and I figured Alvin and Jimmy were still singing in the office.


    Since I was warm and dry and had freshly shampooed hair, I did decide to bite the bullet on an alternative bridesmaid's dress before it was too late. Three o'clock found me standing in front of a rack of dresses in a small boutique in the Byward Market.


    “May I help you?” Unlike most of the stores, this saleswoman did not imply, after taking in my parka, height and general lack of girlish good looks, that I lay beyond fashion help.


    “Yes,” I said, “it's an emergency. My sister's having a big wedding, and I need a dress. It has to go with a whole lot of shades of cream. It has to suit her need for elegance and my need not to look like a complete and utter idiot. Any ideas?”


    “Is that all?” she said.


    “Other requirements are no frills, no slits, no sequins, no pink, nothing long, nothing that adds pounds or restricts movement, nothing you can t wear in front of your eighty-year old father.”


    “Ooh. I do love a challenge,” she said.


    “Good, then maybe you can turn up something suitable for a traditional rehearsal while you're at it.”


    The girl in the boutique delivered, and big-time. I left with two dresses and a serious dent in my savings account. The dead simple taupe silk would go with any shade of cream and the cut was snazzy enough to satisfy the fussiest sister. It didn't look unduly happy. Plus the feel of the fabric was nothing short of soothing. The black wool knit with the square neckline and three-quarter sleeves would do for the rehearsal and every cool-weather social event I'd have for years. I might never have to shop again. The next time my cellphone trilled, I would be able to keep a clear head.


    
      * * *
    


    I got home to a flashing message light. My hand hovered. Maybe Alvin had turned up some new lead. But it was Alexa. Flushed with shopping success, I returned her call.


    “Listen,” Alexa said, “and don't interrupt. I don't want to hear a word until I'm finished. Is that clear?”


    I kept my mouth shut.


    “Well?” she said.


    “Is it safe to say yes?”


    “Don't push me, Camilla.”


    It didn't seem like a good time to ask when whoever had possessed Alexa would be returning her.


    “I have your dress,” she said.


    “What!”


    “I said not a word.”


    “Okay,” I said, hoping the tightrope held.


    “Edwina knocked herself out to get this dress. It's not like we have all the time in the world.”


    I made a strangled noise that wasn't technically a word.


    She said, “It's perfect, a deep pink, ankle-length and it has a slit up the side and a nice shawl with a ruffle and it's your size, nicely fitted and it should look great on you.”


    I kept quiet.


    “Well, don't you have anything to say?”


    “Sounds great, Alexa. Thanks.” Sometimes you have to cut your losses.


    “The wedding is almost here. Do you realize that? We have no time left, and she had to make a choice and she made it.


    Of course, I would prefer to have you wear a dress you liked, but I have begun to doubt that's possible, so it's out of your hands, like it or lump it.”


    “Fine. Where is the dress?”


    “Why?”


    “So I can go pick it up.”


    “Oh, ha ha ha.”


    “Alexa?”


    “Oh, sure. You're not going to pull that one. And you're not getting away with it or with anything else from this point on.”


    “Okay.”


    “I'm tired of you acting like a brat and trying to ruin my wedding. I don't know what's the matter with you. Don't say it's this business with Elaine Ekstein, because it's more than that. Edwina says you're jealous. I can't stand it.”


    Maybe she was right. I probably was behaving like a brat. Which might be better than a shit or bitch. Was I jealous? Because I still longed for Paul four years after his death? Because my sole post-Paul attempt at romance had been a disaster?


    But Alexa wasn't finished. “Honestly, who cares about your reason at this point? Behave yourself until after the wedding or else.”


    I was curious. “Or else what?”


    “Or I'll fill Daddy in on everything.”


    Talk about dirty pool. My father is the one person in the world I never want to stand up to.


    “You don't have to, Alexa. I will wear the dress. I won't complain about it. I'll behave.”


    “Well, okay.”


    “I'll come and get it.”


    “No. Conn will drop it off at your apartment. That way we'll know you have it, and you won't be able to stall or fib or anything. Will you be in? If not, he'll leave it across the hall with Mrs. Parnell.”


    “Wait a minute.”


    “No more wait a minutes. That's it. And, Camilla.”


    “Yes?”


    “Daddy's coming with Conn to keep him company.”


    “The roads are bad. Maybe they should forget about it today.”


    “He wants to drop in and say hello to Mrs. What's-her-name. Don't be difficult about that either.”


    As Mrs. P. would say, sometimes discretion is the better part of valour.


    
      * * *
    


    Except for that one night when she didn't answer, I couldn't remember ringing Mrs. Parnell's doorbell. She's always parked in the open door with the tip of her cigarette glowing in the dim light. Now when I needed to warn her about my father and Conn's visit and to recommend discretion, meaning not to mention she'd been checking on Randy Cousins, she didn't answer.


    This time I had to ring. After ringing, I tried knocking. Then I switched to banging. Then I switched to thinking.


    What was going on? It was just past five o'clock. Mrs. P. had planned to be home by four to wait for her new speakers to be delivered. Had they been delivered and then she'd headed out again? I knew her, she'd have hooked them up and would be happily blasting out some Russian symphonic piece loud enough to get the neighbours banging the walls.


    I put my ear to the door. Except for a peevish squawk, nothing. A note was partly stuck under the door. I bent and picked it up. No answer Feb. 10, 4:30 pm. Pls. call to arrange new delivery time. Extra fee will apply. The signature was illegible.


    Had Mrs. P. been particularly unsteady in recent weeks? What if, after her bit of sleuthing, she came home exhausted and slipped in the shower? What if she'd passed out, and her cigarette lay smouldering in the depths of the leather sofa as I paced in the hallway? What then?


    The doors in our apartment building are not the type the average person can open with a strong kick. Not that it hasn't happened. I did the next best thing. I ran for Doug, the super. Five minutes later, the master key turned in Mrs. Parnell's lock.


    “Golly, Miss, I sure do hope Violet's all right,” Doug said. “What would we do without her keeping an eye on things, eh?” I pushed past him and into Mrs. Parnell's totally empty apartment. Nothing in the living room. Ditto the kitchen. The bedroom door was open. Empty. I banged on the bathroom door. No answer.


    What if?


    I held my breath, opened the door and found nothing. Exhale. At least she wasn't dead in the bathtub. I was rattled enough to check the closets and under the bed but she wasn't there either.


    Back in the living room, Lester and Pierre shrieked from their swing. A strand of millet, picked clean, lay in the bottom of their cage.

  


  
    Twenty-Eight


    Okay, where could she be? “She must be visiting friends.” A shadow of doubt settled on Doug's little moon face.


    Sure, and what friends would they be?


    “It's funny though, because she called this morning to let me know the speakers were being delivered and to buzz the guys in if I saw them.”


    “And you buzzed them in?”


    “Yep. It's real weird, isn't it? She's been real keen about those speakers. Not like Violet to forget the time.”


    “What about her family?”


    “I never seen anyone visiting her except you.”


    “She must have dropped off to see someone. I'm sure she's fine.” It was more to convince myself than him.


    The shadows deepened on the moon. “She's an old lady with a walker. She could have taken a tumble easy. I'm going to check down in the storage area and recycle section and the mail room and everything, just to be sure.”


    “Maybe she went out,” I said. “Shopping. To get cigarettes or sherry or something.”


    “She uses the tuck shop in the building for her smokes. I pick up her Harvey's for her. The cupboard's full.”


    A quick check in the liquor cabinet confirmed sherry supplies were well stockpiled.


    “Maybe someone asked her to go somewhere. Maybe do a favour or something.”


    Doug puffed himself up. “I sure hope not. Don't make sense for her to drive in the freezing rain. Maybe we should call the police.”


    “Maybe we should. But first, you check the building, and I'll drive around a few places she might be, and then if she doesn't show up, you call me and I'll call them.” I wrote out my cellphone number for him.


    “Okey dokey.” He hustled his round little body out of the apartment and to the elevator. Remarkably speedy.


    I called after him, “Maybe you can get into the office and check the files. Maybe she has a relative listed there.”


    “Nope. No relatives, for sure. Had to check this fall for our files. She wrote ‘no one’ under next of kin, and for emergency contact, she put your name, Miss.”


    “Oh.” Great.


    I reached Alvin on the phone. “You heard from Mrs. Parnell?”


    “No,” he said, “why?”


    “She seems to be missing.”


    “Missing?”


    “Look, I sent her on a mission, and she's not back and I'm worried. I was hoping she had just dropped in to see a friend or relative, but that doesn't seem to be the case. I need to have you help me find her. I don't need you to tell me it was a bad idea to send a wobbly old lady outside in this weather to do a bit of surveillance. I'm already telling myself that. I'll go and check out the area she was in, while Doug checks the apartment. You call the hospitals. In case.”


    “In case of what?” The voice came from behind me.


    I whirled. “Hi, Daddy,” I said.


    
      * * *
    


    How could I find her in the dark?


    I made sure I wasn't distracted by the fact everyone in my family had something new to be cheesed off about. But guilt has a nasty way of preying on your concentration. I was sure guilty of letting Mrs. Parnell get into trouble. Alvin was in better emotional shape, being innocent, but he hadn't had any luck either.


    For the third time, I circled the townhouse complex where Randy Cousins lived. Mrs. P's LTD was parked on the street, covered in ice, its blue and white handicapped sticker dimly visible in the front window. No sign of her.


    Not for the first time, I asked myself if I should have fibbed to McCracken and Daddy. Lights from the windows shone out on the street. Was Mrs. Parnell warm and dry in one of those kitchens, sipping sherry with some software engineer who had just arrived home from a hard day?


    Time to start knocking on doors. Alvin took one side, I took the other. It was straightforward. A row of townhouses, middling upscale, indistinguishable. Didn't matter which end. Randy's unit was in the middle. Something bothered me. This was the kind of neighbourhood where people would not be home in the day. But judging from the thickness of the ice on the car, Mrs. Parnell had been parked since early afternoon. My teeth chattered. The temperature hovered just below zero, making the sidewalks even more slippery.


    By the third door, it was confirmed.


    “This afternoon? No one here would have seen her,” said the young woman who opened the door. “Everyone works. If you want to find out what's going on in the day, you'd have to talk to someone in the apartment building.” She pointed across the street.


    I changed tactics. “I have a friend who moved to this development. Randy Cousins. Do you know her? Number 36.”


    “No. We're new. We haven't met anybody.” The door closed.


    The apartment stood in the middle of two batches of linked units. It was on Alvin's route, but I headed over anyway. It had seen better days. I bet it got under the skin of the townhouse people. Lowered the tone.


    I was prepared to like everybody in it. “Yes, she was in the neighbourhood,” said the washed-out woman with the three clinging kids at the second door. “This afternoon. I came home at maybe three. She was ringing doorbells across the street.”


    As she spoke, the familiar aroma of Kraft Dinner drifted into the hallway. I liked it better than the whiff of diapers.


    “Three? And which doorbells?”


    “Didn't pay much attention. I figured she'd end up here sooner or later. Collecting for something. Had my toonie ready.”


    “And did she show up?”


    “No. But you should be talking to Andrew. He's the one. Apartment 10. He'll be glad to talk.”


    Glad to talk was an understatement. I soon figured Andrew had been waiting for this particular opportunity to knock. All the bad weather must have ratcheted up the boredom factor for him. “Chronic fatigue syndrome,” he told me. “Most unutterably boring thing on earth, next to being buried alive.”


    He'd already poured me a cup of tea when I cut in to ask him if he'd seen Mrs. Parnell.


    “Yes, I saw her,” Andrew said. “Across the way. Middle of the afternoon. Ringing doorbells. Alone. Didn't look like a crusading evangelical type to me. I figured collecting for something, Heart Fund maybe or Cancer Society. I would have told her to save her breath in the new houses. She'd be far more likely to get something here, even if we are all on disability or welfare.”


    “Did you see which units she tried?” That would be too good to be true.


    “Looked like she tried all of them, except maybe not the one in the middle. Nobody answered any of them. She should have started here instead. Get a better response. A cup of tea, a sympathetic ear.”


    “Did she come over?”


    “Never got to my place. I was waiting for her. She crossed the road and headed this way. She walked slowly because of the cane.”


    The cane! She didn't even have her walker.


    Andrew continued. “The front door's out of my sight, so it's difficult to say. Never returned to her car though.”


    “It looks like she never reached the building. No one before you saw her.”


    “Three o'clock, would have been kids getting home. You might ask around, see if anyone saw her in the parking lot. There are always kids around the building smoking. Worth a query.”


    “Did you see anyone else?”


    “Yes. I did see another woman. First I thought they were together, but then they never seemed to connect. The other woman went the other way. Moving fast, almost jogging.”


    “One of your neighbours?”


    “No. I'd never seen her before. They didn't speak, the old lady and this woman. Could have been a neighbour. Some of them you never see, they leave from their garage, they go home from their garage, never set foot outside, summer, winter, never. At any rate, I didn't recognize her.”


    “Do you know the woman at Number 36?”


    “The police officer?”


    “Yes. Could it have been her?”


    “Don't see her often, usually in uniform. I thought she was taller, but I could be wrong.”


    “Anyone else?”


    “Just a young man with a Mickey Mouse scarf. Not someone from our neighbourhood.”


    “He's with me. Wait a minute. How could you see the mice on the scarf?”


    Andrew pointed with pride to a new-looking pair of Bushnell's binoculars. “Wouldn't want to miss a sighting of Mickey.”


    “I'll check the parking lot.” I made my way across the treacherous surface toward the back of the building, hoping to find some furtive smokers. But not a soul was stupid enough to be standing puffing in the drizzle.


    Maybe they scattered when Mrs. Parnell came into view? Intimidated by a gray-haired woman with a cane? Nah, that wouldn't happen. First of all, Mrs. P. probably had her own cigarette smouldering at all times during her exploration. Second, kids aren't intimidated by authority figures any more. Third, if they are, elderly women don't represent authority. Too bad when you think about it.


    But why would Mrs. P. have come over to the parking lot in the first place? I figured it out when I turned around. You had a clear view of Randy Cousins's front door from the side lot and yet, if you stood next to the big dumpster, you wouldn't be visible in turn.


    Mrs. Parnell would have liked that tactic. There were plenty of butts around the dumpster, but then it was the preferred spot for junior smokers. I checked for signs of Benson and Hedges, but Mrs. P. wasn't the type who thought the world was her ashtray.


    Of course, she could have stayed in her car and watched and waited. That idea hit me like a bag of wet cement. I slithered halfway down the block to the parked LTD. Of course, the doors were locked. The covering of ice was thick enough to obscure the inside. I chipped at the layer by the window with my keys and peered inside. At least she wasn't slumped over, asphyxiated.


    A couple of kids in unzipped ski jackets came around the corner as I stood trying to decide what to do next.


    “Hey guys,” I said, “I'm looking for a gray-haired woman with a cane. Did either of you see her?”


    They exchanged glances.


    “I'm supposed to take her to an appointment,” I said.


    “Real tall lady?” a boy with bleached hair asked. “Old like?”


    “That's her.”


    “Yeah, she was here.”


    Good. “Where?”


    He pointed toward the parking lot of the apartment building. “There by the side.”


    “When?”


    He shrugged. “I dunno. It was still light.”


    “Maybe three-thirty, four,” said the other one.


    “What was she doing?”


    They exchanged glances. I could see they had me pegged as someone trying to hassle a little old lady.


    “I mean was she heading somewhere else? Not the right kind of day for her to be out. She could get hurt.”


    “You're not trying to lock her up or anything?”


    “Lock her up?”


    “Saying it's for her own good, like she can't take care of herself any more.”


    “What?”


    “Yeah, I heard about that on the radio. Like taking their house and their money and locking them in the nut farm and saying it's for their own good.”


    Great, I was the bad guy again. “No, it's nothing like that. My friend has definitely not lost it. She's pretty smart. I wouldn't want to be the person who tried to lock her up.”


    “Okay.” I must have passed some kind of test.


    “So you did see her?”


    “Yes.”


    “And she went somewhere?”


    “Nah, she stayed over by the wall and had a cigarette. She gave us a couple and we talked. She sure knows a lot about explosives.”


    Don't go there, I thought. “And then?”


    “And then we left.”


    “And she waited here?”


    Again with the looks.


    “It's okay, guys. She was helping me with something. She's a lot tougher than she looks. So, tell me, did she ask you any questions?”


    They both started to talk at once. The small, smarter one took over. “She had a picture of the lady cop across the street and she had a picture of this guy. She wanted to know did we ever see that guy bothering her.”


    “And had you?”


    “No.”


    “We've seen her but we never saw him,” the kid with the bleached hair said.


    “And when you left where was my friend?”


    They gestured to the dumpster near the side of the building. The three of us strolled toward it.


    “I need to talk to anyone else who might have seen her. I'm worried. The police won't start looking until it's too late.”


    “Yeah.”


    “Any other people around here I could talk to?”


    “People kind of come and go, if you wait a bit.”


    “Did you see another woman approach her?”


    They shook their heads like they shared a brain stem. Their joint interest appeared to have been exhausted and they headed off, shoulders hunched, hands in pockets.


    I found myself pacing. The parking lot resembled one big puddle by this time and if Mrs. P. had been talking to someone else and had left with them, there'd be no footprints to show their path. To be on the safe side, I checked out the perimeter of the yard. Maybe I'd see something. Anything.


    By the back fence a large wooden box stored salt for the parking lot. Just to rule out everything, I headed for it. She wouldn't have snooped over there. It would have meant heading across a wide, slippery expanse and for what?


    I turned. You couldn't see Randy Cousins's place from there. The dumpster and cars blocked the view. I looked up. The windows and balconies of the apartments faced the other way.


    No one had a clear view of that spot.


    I lifted the lid. Nothing but salt inside, nearly up to the lid.


    Sometimes I get wild ideas, perhaps because bad things happen to people I know. But where was she?


    Alvin loped into view. He shook his head. Another strikeout.


    “She's gotta be here somewhere. People up the road saw her heading back this way a couple of hours ago.”


    “A guy in the apartment building spotted her around here. Couple of kids confirmed. I've hit a wall with it. We have to call the police. First, let's check the side yards of the end-units in case she slipped. She didn't have her walker, just her cane.”


    “Vanity, thy name is Violet,” Alvin said. “You think you're in shit with the world now, Camilla. Wait until cops find out why she was in the neighbourhood.”


    “Doesn't matter. We have to call the police.”


    “Will they do a house-to-house search?”


    “They'll have to. Seventy-eight-year-old woman missing? Bad weather? We'll go to the media otherwise.”


    “You mean P.J.?”


    I nodded. “I've looked everywhere. Some kids saw her here around three. She was staking out Randy Cousins's place. And a guy saw her near a tall woman earlier. Might have been Cousins.”


    Alvin's teeth were rattling, but at least the Mickey Mouse scarf absorbed some of rain. I didn't want to face the spectre of his mother flying in from Sydney to preside over his deathbed.


    “Everywhere?” he said.


    We both stared at the dumpster by the side of the building.


    Since my Sorels were a lot more reliable than Alvin's pointy leather boots, I was elected to check, even though we couldn't imagine any way for her to get in there. It took a couple of minutes of slipping and clawing, but I managed to hoist myself up enough to check the inside. It had been recently emptied.


    No Mrs. Parnell.


    “Did you open that salt box?”


    “Yep. She's not in it. Unless she's under it or behind it…”


    Alvin didn't need to ask.


    “No. I didn't look behind it. How could she get there? It's practically covered in snow. We couldn't climb it.”


    By this time we were both running. I reached it first. Alvin careened into me. When I spotted the heel of a black boot protruding from the slush behind the box, it took thirty seconds to register. Alvin grabbed my phone and dialed 911.


    I was on my knees brushing off the snow, freeing her face, checking frantically for a pulse. Feeling her icy hands.


    Thinking no hand could be so cold.


    
      * * *
    


    Pacing doesn't help much. And when you're pacing with others in an emergency waiting room already stuffed with stressed and exhausted pacers, sometimes people take it out on you. Edwina expressed the mood of the crowd. “That's the limit, Camilla. Is there nothing you won't do?”


    I kept my mouth shut. Every couple of minutes Alexa said, “Oh, Camilla.”


    Edwina stayed fired up. “Poor Mrs. Parnell, what did she ever do to deserve this?”


    I didn't need her to tell me off. I was doing that to myself, by myself. But Edwina seemed like an appropriate penance for my sins in this case. And she wasn't saying anything that didn't need to be said.


    “Exactly. Nothing,” she said, her voice attracting the rest of the waiting room. “She was minding her own business, and look what's happened. Do you ever ask yourself why you do these things to people?”


    “Edwina.” Daddy's voice stopped her.


    Alvin jumped to his feet. “Violet insisted. She would have headed out anyway even if Camilla hadn't asked her. She loves investigating. She says it makes her feel alive.”


    The only other sound in the waiting room was the squeak of shoes on the polished tiles. But listening to Edwina's accusations and Alvin's surprise defence was better than returning to the clump of plastic-covered seats and meeting my father's eyes. Anything was better. He sat without speaking, while Donalda patted his hand.


    I kept pacing. I didn't want to deal with one more “Oh, Camilla.”


    Alvin and I whipped around as a door opened and a young doctor popped in and said, “Family of Violet Parnell?” He headed toward us, shaking his head.


    “Lord thundering Jesus,” Alvin said. “That's always a bad sign.”


    I couldn't say anything. Alexa started to cry.


    “It's amazing,” the doctor said, still shaking his head. “I wouldn't have given two cents for her chances, but she's kicking up quite a fuss.”


    “Thank God,” I said.


    Two skinny tears rolled down Alvin's pale cheeks.


    “It's too early to predict the effect on her mental abilities, but it looks like she might be okay.”


    “She's going to make it?” My voice was high and wobbly.


    “Good chance. She's hallucinating a bit. Whenever she regains consciousness, she demands to speak to my commanding officer.”


    “Can we see her?” Alvin said.


    “You family?”


    Alvin hesitated for a smidge too long.


    “Sorry, just immediate relatives. We'll keep her in ICU until we get a definite improvement in her condition.”


    “I am family,” Alvin said.


    The doctor looked at me. What the hell? Alvin was somebody's family, as long as we weren't being too specific. “Yes,” I said.


    My father would soon point out my need to make a good confession. I might as well chalk up a walloping list of sins.


    “We're all family. How long will it be until she improves? If she improves,” I said.


    “No way to tell. Elderly people recovering from hypothermia, a lot depends on their age, general state of health, will to live, the kind of support they get from relatives.” He raised an eyebrow at Alvin. “Some of it's just plain luck.”


    “Right.”


    “The miracle is she didn't fracture any bones. But the head wound adds to the uncertainty.”


    “The what?”


    “The injury was fairly serious. She'll need intensive care for a while.”


    “I didn't see a head wound,” I jabbered. “What caused it?”


    The doctor laid a hand on my sleeve. “Perhaps you'd better talk to the police.” He looked over my shoulder, where Conn McCracken loomed.


    
      * * *
    


    There was a decided chill in McCracken's car. I sat in the back as we drove into the parking lot across from Randy Cousins's place.


    “Even for you,” McCracken said, “this is something, Camilla.”


    “The doctor was talking about a head wound? What kind?”


    “We get to ask the questions,” Mombourquette said. “That would be just one of many things you're unclear on.”


    “Did she hit her head against the box when she fell?” I asked. I answered my own question. “No, that doesn't make sense. She couldn't climb behind that box by herself. Someone dumped her. Someone strong. They must have knocked her out first.”


    “Maybe you didn't hear me,” Mombourquette said.


    “Listen,” Conn said, “we're not giving you information, because you'll just use it to get into more trouble than you're already in.”


    “If that's possible,” Mombourquette said.


    “So she was hit on the head then. Look where we found her, right out of view of everyone. Someone lured her to that box, whacked her on the head, tossed her behind it out of sight and left her to die. Just like what happened to me on the canal. Hey, here's another coincidence. It happened right after a witness saw her talk to a tall woman.”


    Well, that torqued up the tension.


    We parked in the lot. “I want you to show me exactly where you found her. Exactly how she was lying. Exactly,”


    McCracken said.


    “With pleasure. And let me mention, I don't know how yet, but it's related to Benning and you sure can't hang this one on Elaine.”


    “I figure those kids mugged Mrs. Parnell for her purse or her cigarettes,” McCracken said.


    “No. Not in this neighbourhood. In the apartment, people watch out for each other. Anyway, she still had her purse and cigarettes.” I didn't mention the kids had been impressed with Mrs. P.'s knowledge of explosives. Why buy trouble?


    “Anyway, Ident's on the way.”


    “Good. I want to know whose fault this was.”


    “I can tell you whose fault it was,” Mombourquette said.

  


  
    Twenty-Nine


    It was nearly seven-thirty when I pulled the rental car into Lindsay's driveway.


    Merv was not even slightly glad to see me. “Don't you have a home?”


    I pushed past him into the foyer. I tried not to elbow his gall bladder. Lindsay was curled up on the leather sofa. She smiled limply when I strode into the living room.


    “This won't take long. Lindsay. You need a lawyer and I'm happy to represent you. In return, I need a favour.”


    I raised my hand to silence Merv. “More trouble. Mrs. Parnell was attacked this afternoon while working on this case. She's in intensive care. We have to pull together to find out who killed Benning and framed Elaine before anyone else gets hurt.”


    Lindsay crumpled onto the sofa and stared. “Attacked? Mrs. Parnell? But why would anyone hurt her?”


    “How can you represent Lindsay when all you can think about is Elaine? You're on your own, Camilla.” Merv likes to be in charge. He obviously thought the job of the guy in charge was to keep Lindsay from facing reality.


    Lindsay said, “Do you think the attack on Mrs. Parnell is connected with what's been happening?”


    “You bet.”


    “Forget it, Camilla. If she's hurt, it's because you've been sticking your nose into the wrong things again. Lindsay has been through enough. You're not getting her into any more rough situations.”


    I loved that, like I created the Benning nightmare. But I didn't take the bait. “Listen to yourself, Merv. Lindsay's life is on the line here. Whether you want it or not, she's involved.”


    Lindsay said, “She's right. What do you want me to do, Camilla?”


    “You don't have to do anything,” Merv said.


    She gave his hand a brave little squeeze. “It's time I stood on my own two feet.”


    I'm glad she said it. Saved me the trouble. “Good. I want you to pay a visit to Elaine at the Regional Detention Centre. Visiting time for the public is evenings from seven to nine. You can still get there tonight if you hurry.” I handed her a list of names. “Find out if she saw any of these people on her way to your place. Don't let on you're working with me. Don't show her the list. Act like it's just a regular visit. After all, you are her friend. Then make sure every name gets worked into the conversation.”


    Merv was ugly enough before he rolled his eyes.


    Lindsay nodded. The list contained everyone I could imagine who might have spotted Elaine on her pizza run. It led off with Randy Cousins and included even unlikely candidates like Vanessa Gross-Davies, Chair of the WAVE Board of Directors, and that phony uncle, P. J. Lynch. I asked them to find out if she had seen any police officers at all.


    Merv and Lindsay both lifted their eyebrows.


    “And call me as soon as you find out. Leave a message if you have to. We've all had enough of this bullshit.” I didn't wait for them to answer. I headed back to the hospital for the night shift.


    
      * * *
    


    As I elbowed my way through the waiting room outside the ICU, I ran into Donalda and my father. Daddy had finished his bedside duty. I'd never seen him look so tired. He leaned heavily on Donalda's arm.


    “Oh, yes, um, Camilla. I've been reading to Violet.” His copy of Chesterton's St. Francis of Assisi was still tucked under his arm. Poor Mrs. P. She was more the Winston Churchill type. Booze, smokes and rapier wit. Alvin had the right idea. Almost as soon as Mrs. P. was wheeled in, he'd draped a hot pink lei on her IV pole and left a copy of Frank magazine for her edification.


    You can always tell when you're in an Intensive Care Unit. If you don't catch on right away, the subtle squeak of the nurses' rubber-soled shoes, the lines from intravenous drips, the half-light, the heavy hints of antiseptic and the muffled weeping will clue you in soon enough.


    It was a long night. I wrapped up at daybreak, after spending hours doing paper analyses, grasping for the missing piece of insight that would clear up everything. I hadn't found it. I did slip out a couple of times to try to reach Lindsay and Merv on the pay phone. I kept getting their answering machines. And they kept getting mine. I spent the rest of the time reading the Ottawa Citizen to Mrs. Parnell's unconscious form. I made a point of not staring at her ashen cheeks, her cold, grey knuckles, or the lumpy skin on her hand with the needle for the intravenous feed. Since the ICU staff swore even unconscious people react well to voices, I picked out intriguing stories with military overtones. It's never hard to find some former Brigadier General belting out opinions in the paper. It made a nice change, I was sure, from my father praying or my sisters chatting about the mid-winter white sales or Alvin promising her some high-grade weed if she would just wake up.


    Once an hour I left the unit to pace through the endless, 291 nearly deserted, hospital corridors. I needed to clear my head and to plan to let Randy Cousins get what was coming to her. I hadn't come up with a good scheme to prove she'd attacked Mrs. Parnell.


    The rest of the night, I hunted for stories which might amuse her, say successful military capers involving helicopters. But I'd given up hope of hearing Mrs. Parnell's wheezy chuckle again.


    “Ms. MacPhee, you'll never guess,” she said suddenly around four in the morning. I dropped my newspaper when I leapt off the chair.


    “What?” Not the most effusive greeting for someone who regains consciousness after a long and frightening twelve hours.


    “A strange man named Eugene told me my family has been sitting with me round the clock. Isn't that amazing?”


    “Eugene's your nurse this shift. Why is it amazing?”


    “Everyone in my family has been dead for years. This is well beyond the call of duty, wouldn't you say?”


    “Maybe they're not as dead as they look.”


    “What happened? You said Eugene's my nurse and this appears to be a hospital.”


    “You're in Intensive Care.”


    “Explains the appalling lack of sherry. I want to get home and get my new speakers set up. There'd better be a damned good reason for keeping me here.”


    “There is. You were checking out Randy Cousins and someone conked you on the head and tucked you out of sight to die of hypothermia.”


    “Nevertheless, apparently I didn't die. Too stubborn.”


    I pulled closer to the bed. “Tell me, what's the other guy look like?”


    “I wish I could remember, Ms. MacPhee. Everything's blank.”


    “Ah.” There went my hopes.


    She lifted her hand to her head and massaged her temple with two bony fingers. “I'd prefer a good old-fashioned hangover any day.”


    “In that case, you should avoid icy, dark and deserted parking lots.”


    “I was in a parking lot?”


    “Yes. Across the street from Randy Cousins's house. Ring any bells?”


    She shook her head. “Ouch.”


    “Save the head-shaking for a better time. Do you recall why you checked out the parking lot?”


    “Ms. MacPhee.”


    “What?”


    “Could you welcome me back to the living before you begin the third degree?”


    “Welcome back, Mrs. Parnell. You have been missed.”


    “By my whole family, apparently.”


    “Plus Lester and Pierre send their regards. As does your cat. And the guys delivering the speakers.”


    A throat cleared behind me. That sweet and burly guy named Eugene. “Somebody's awake. We'll get the doctor over to see you.”


    “Better tell him to take a number,” said Mrs. P.


    “We'll need to examine her now that she's conscious.” Eugene pointed to the other side of the curtain, like he expected me to take the hint.


    “Don't talk about me as if I'm not here,” Mrs. Parnell said. “I may be old, but I'm formidable.”


    “Formidable's good,” Eugene said.


    “I hope my car hasn't been towed, Ms. MacPhee.”


    “Lucky I had your spare keys. Alvin drove it home for you.”


    “Excellent. Help yourselves to it. No good to me here.”


    “Time's up,” Eugene said.


    “I need a minute. I have a couple more questions.”


    “No questions. Step outside.” I didn't rate a smile.


    “Good-bye, Ms. MacPhee. See if you can get my friend Harvey to drop in for a visit, will you?”


    
      * * *
    


    Alvin and I were both in fairly good humour, since Mrs. Parnell had given new meaning to the phrase bounced back. Daddy and Donalda were on the job. I figured Daddy could keep Eugene in his place.


    I needed to get moving because the day-to-day business of Justice for Victims had been piling up. People with problems needed to be advised, politicians needed to be badgered, funds needed to be raised, briefs needed to be barbed and bills needed to be stalled. I needed to catch the hell up, and Alvin needed to get the lead out. I did not need to sleep. A couple of hours upright on a plastic visitor's chair was plenty for anyone. I was thundering up the stairs to the hospital parking garage when the Level 3 door opened and I found myself nose to chest with Randy Cousins.


    We both stood our ground.


    “Well, well,” she said.


    I checked around. For once, not a soul crowded the metal stairway.


    “I hear you're interested in my activities.”


    She was one scary lady. I kept quiet. Where the hell was the rest of the world when you needed it? Unless I was very wrong, this was the woman who tossed Mrs. Parnell behind a salt box and left her to die of hypothermia. Not to mention dumping me headfirst into that snowbank on the canal. I didn't feel like arguing with her at the top of a metal staircase without any witnesses.


    “Let me fill you in,” she said. “We're not on opposite sides.”


    “Right. If you're trying to find yourself alone with Mrs. Parnell, forget it. Two people are with her at all times. And she doesn't remember her assailant.” I tried to deke past her and scoot through the door to the parking area. At least there'd be witnesses.


    She extended her arm and blocked the way. “No wonder you piss people off.”


    “That's my goal in life.” What the hell. She might be about to toss me down three flights of stairs, but I didn't have to snivel.


    “Everyone needs a goal,” she said. “We're not so different. My goal was getting that little prick Benning locked up forever.”


    She sounded like she meant it. That came as a surprise. I said, “I'm listening.”


    “I hear you think I killed him.”


    “Did you?”


    “I hated him. I could probably have done it, but we have departmental rules.”


    “Maybe it was an extracurricular activity.”


    She chuckled. “For somebody, it probably was. I'm just as interested as you are in finding out who the somebody is.”


    “I'll send you monthly activity reports. How about that?”


    “You're a riot. Connie and Lennie tell me your elderly friend might make it. I hear she was checking out my neighbours when she was attacked. That makes me wonder what's going on. I hope it makes you want to leave this investigation to the pros.”


    “What investigation? I thought the Benning case was a done deal. Elaine serves time because the cops can't believe she's innocent.”


    “Of course she's innocent. We're not idiots.”


    “Really? Maybe I'm wrong.”


    “You're wrong about a lot of things.”


    The metal door to Level 3 opened, and three people pushed into the stairwell. Randy Cousins moved sideways to let them pass.


    “Oh, good. Witnesses. Courts love them.” I turned and spoke to them as they clattered down the stairs. “I'm Camilla MacPhee and this is Constable Miranda Cousins. Please note the time and the fact that we're having a dispute, in case you hear that I've gone missing.”


    Those three certainly could scurry.


    “Very funny.”


    “Since we're being candid, answer this. If your only involvement in this case is the pursuit of truth and justice, why was Mrs. Parnell attacked across the street from your house?”


    Her jaw knotted. “I don't know. And I intend to find out. It will be easier without you making Connie and Lennie go ballistic every ten minutes and putting your friends and family in serious jeopardy. You know, Lennie has to swallow half a bottle of Mylanta every time he hears your name.”


    “Big deal. He's supposed to care about Elaine, and he's not even willing to put up with a bit of indigestion?”


    “He does care about Elaine. A lot more than he should, if you ask me. Why do you think those two guys are still working on this case?”


    She had me there.


    “So take a bit of advice. You have strict bail conditions. Stop getting in our way, or the judge will hear about it, and you can worry about Elaine's problems from the same side of the bars.” She pushed past me and headed down the stairs, shoulders squared.


    My first real encounter with Randy Cousins, human being, had been full of surprises. Two minutes of observing her up close, and I knew why McCracken and Mombourquette backed her solidly. An impressive woman. And maybe, just maybe, she was telling the truth. If so, who was lying?


    To be on the safe side, I headed back into the hospital to make sure my family and all the nursing staff knew that Mrs. Parnell was not to be alone with anyone, including police officers. I gave P. J. a call too and told him what had happened to Mrs. P., in case the police didn't send out a press release on her. While I was at it, I tried once more to reach Lindsay. I left a message suggesting she leave the name or names on my voice mail if she didn't catch me the next time. I'd fill in the details later.


    I felt better afterwards. I couldn't imagine any perpetrator getting past one of my sisters or even my father. Not to mention Mrs. P's day nurse, Derek, who was even bigger than Eugene.


    
      * * *
    


    I couldn't work. I paced restlessly, which isn't all that easy in a tiny office with two people in it. Eventually, I checked out the images on Alvin's painted window. After that, I decided to leave. I had plenty of time to go home, shower, shampoo and get respectable for the rehearsal.


    “Or else.” Edwina's words. I'd show her by turning up at the rehearsal in the little black number. I had fun anticipating her expression.


    Then I remembered something I should have done much earlier. “I don't know what's the matter with me. I meant to take a look at the site along the river where Lindsay claimed she found blood and signs that Benning had been there. With all the upset about Mrs. P., I put it out of my mind,” I said to Alvin.


    “You can't think of everything. Lot of serious shit going down.”


    “Most charitable of you, Alvin, but it's important. It's probably where he was killed. I'm going to whiz by and take a quick glimpse. I'll kick myself if the rain has washed away every bit of evidence.”


    “It was raining before Lindsay even mentioned it. Which reminds me, she was trying to reach you.”


    “Damn. We're telephone tagging. Any message?”


    “Just that the names you were looking for didn't come up.”


    In view of Alvin's good behaviour, I didn't lean on him about not mentioning Lindsay's call earlier. “I might drop in and see her after I check the river site.”


    Alvin jerked his head and banged his sunglasses on the lamp. “Recurring death wish, Camilla?”


    “Why?”


    “If you're late for this rehearsal, try to picture it. What time is Stan picking you up?”


    “He's been pressed into service running errands, so I'm getting myself there. No big deal. I'm glad to go somewhere without Stan.”


    “He has heated seats, though, in the new car. Leather.”


    “Who cares? The weather's heating up. The whole city's a giant puddle. The ice on the canal is practically melted.”


    “I beg you, check the site another time. Don't take the chance. I'm the one who has to work with you after your sisters finish screaming. Wait a minute. Here's an idea. I have some little Valentine's chores I need to do first…”


    “What kind of chores? Nothing to do with long distance calls, I hope.”


    He managed an expression of tremendously affronted dignity, amazing for someone with an orange tan, three Day-Glo leis, nine earrings and a ponytail. “No. Lindsay's had such a hard time lately, I wanted to make her a card, plus get some special chocolates and drop them off for Violet in the hospital. But that won't take long. I've got the LTD. Give me the details of the location, and I'll head over and take a peek at the site. I'll let you know what I find.”


    I couldn't think of a good reason to say no. Even though it was Alvin, and there had to be something fishy about the proposition.


    “It's a deal.”


    As he headed out to the Byward Market to hunt for handmade paper and Belgian chocolates, Alvin narrowed his eyes and reminded me to go straight to the rehearsal. I told him to keep me in the picture about what he saw at the river. I pressed my cellphone into his outstretched palm. “And remember, no, count them, no phone calls to Cape Breton.”


    “Okay. And on your part, get to the church on time.”


    “Piece of wedding cake.” I closed the door behind me.


    
      * * *
    


    Lindsay had left a message on my home machine too. No joy from the RDC. Elaine knew Randy Cousins but hadn't run into her until she arrived at Lindsay's, where she recognized her as one of the officers. There was one other thing that might be useful, but probably it wasn't important. Of course, Lindsay didn't answer her phone.


    Merv didn't answer her phone or his. I left messages asking that the next message have some information about the thing that was potentially useful. I fed Mrs. Parnell's cat and chucked some food at Lester and Pierre without getting bitten. Next, I took a long bath, this time with a peach bath bomb, and drifted off to sleep for a while in the tub. Afterwards, I wound my wet hair into a French roll. It was only the rehearsal. The wedding wasn't until Monday. Surely, someone would have made me a hair appointment before then.


    As I anchored the hair, I noticed the message light flashing on my phone. Just like Alvin to call when I'm in the tub.


    “Lord thundering Jesus, Camilla. I've been by the river. Looks like Lindsay was right. It's a great clue. Just like a Nancy Drew book. It's the break we need. Hey, it's nearly five, and I have things to do. See you later.”


    Well, that was useless. I dialled my cellphone number. Alvin didn't answer. Not much point in leaving a message for myself either. By this time, I had on my new rehearsal outfit and a pile of makeup. I looked fine if you care about these things. As Alexa does.


    I checked the time. Five-thirty. I figured the rehearsal would start at seven. The next couple of days would be entirely given over to hair appointments, wedding, reception and all that crap. Then I could get back to the business at hand. Finding out who killed Benning. Finding out why that person would also go after Mrs. Parnell. And then fixing him or her but good.


    Monday morning I'd be back on the job, with Alvin's new information making a difference. Or not. The only fly in the ointment was the unavailability of Alvin. But what the hell. Relax, stroke the cat and watch the view for the first time in weeks.


    The cat sounded happy. That made one of us.


    I tried Lindsay's one more time, expecting to leave another peevish message. She took me by surprise when she answered the phone.


    “Camilla!”


    I didn't want to beat around the bush. “So what did Elaine have to say?”


    “We didn't have any luck at all. It looks like Elaine didn't see any of those people. Of course, it's hard to be sure, because I couldn't come right out and tell her what I wanted to know and why. Merv did his best, though. I think you would have been impressed with how sneaky he can be. We eliminated everyone on the list, I think.”


    “That's a letdown.”


    “I'm sorry. We did our best. And I'm ready to do anything else you can think of. Merv is, too. Seeing Elaine behind bars was so distressing. We have to get her out of that place. How can we help?”


    “First, do not attempt to hang up without telling me about the potentially useful thing you mentioned.”


    “Oh, that. Stupid really. It wasn't easy to talk to her about this without giving you away. Elaine mentioned she saw Mia Reilly while she was waiting at the Colonnade. I think Elaine was distracted that day because she was worried about me, but maybe Mia noticed someone from your list. Why don't you ask her? Would she help you in spite of their complaint to the law society?”


    “Oh, yes, she'll help, all right. And Lindsay.”


    “Yes?”


    “Thanks. A lot.”


    
      * * *
    


    Anyone in the room could have heard the pieces clicking into place in my tired little brain. It took a full five minutes for my mind to process that key bit of information. And when it did, holy shit.


    Mia Reilly. Of course.


    Who had been in the Crown Attorney's office when so many of the charges against Benning fizzled for lack of evidence? Who would have been in a position to engineer his escape? Who knew exactly how the Crown and the police thought? Who had an insider's view of how criminals act, where drugs are available, how cars are stolen, how evidence is planted? Who was an exercise junkie, strong and flexible? Who had a legal career and a new fiancé to lose if the word oozed out she'd had a relationship with scum like Benning?


    Why the hell hadn't I thought of Mia? Now all I needed was enough time to prove it.


    I called my cellphone number. Alvin didn't answer. I tried again. The cellphone couldn't have been out of juice, because I'd charged it before we left the office. It couldn't have been turned off, because then I'd get the little message that the subscriber was currently not available. Alvin couldn't be talking to his mother because it would have been busy. Could Alvin have left it somewhere?


    Alvin would never lose a phone. I tried one more time. He could have been in the middle of an intersection dashing across traffic on an icy road. But that would not deter our boy. Five-forty. Alvin had called before five. Where the hell was he? Somewhere where he couldn't call? Say, a hospital where you can't use cellular phones.


    I was on my way.

  


  
    Thirty


    “She's gone,” they said, when I buzzed to get into the ICU. I felt like the breath had been knocked out of me. I toppled back onto the plastic chair in the waiting room. I didn't hear the scratchy voice of the nurse on the other side.


    A pleasant-faced woman I recognized from the waiting area touched my arm. “Not that kind of gone, dear. She's moved out of ICU. That nice boy who's always with you carried her things.” I was surprised at how wobbly my knees felt when I stood up. I was still shaky when I finally located Mrs. P. settled into a room with a view.


    “This is a relief. I thought you were on your way to the great beyond,” I said.


    She was propped up in bed looking dangerous and nibbling on a Godiva truffle. “Old soldiers never die, Ms. MacPhee.”


    She had enough flowers to open a kiosk. I noticed roses from my father. Red. A tasteful bouquet from the girls. And a perky African violet from Doug, the building super.


    “Glad to hear it. Do I conclude by that unusual heartshaped lei formation that Alvin has visited?”


    “Indeed. You missed young Ferguson. Would you like one of these splendid chocolates he brought? You have to admit, he has style.”


    “If you want to call it that. When did he leave?”


    “Quite a while ago. Couldn't wait to see you.”


    “Ditto. But when exactly?”


    “Let me think. It was just after that snippy young woman from the Crown Attorney's office dropped in to give me a talking to about the legal fine points of stalking policewomen. Oh look, he forgot his lovely Mickey Mouse scarf.”


    “Who?”


    “Alvin. He forgot his scarf.”


    “What snippy woman?” I gripped the side rails of her bed.


    “I was taken aback too, Ms. MacPhee. The nerve of the girl. She told me I could be in just as much trouble as you if I didn't stop.”


    “You mean Mia Reilly was here?”


    “Can't remember the name. Blonde hair. Stop jumping around, Ms. MacPhee. You'll give my roommate another heart attack.”


    I lowered my voice. “When? How did she know you were here?”


    “Don't worry about it. Young Ferguson put her in her place. He told her the evidence he found at the river would be enough to get Elaine out of the slammer. And finger the guilty party.”


    “Shit.”


    “I don't understand. What is the problem? We have not been unduly constrained by that young woman in the past.”


    “That was before we knew she was a killer.”


    “I beg your pardon, Ms. MacPhee.”


    “I should have realized when McCracken confirmed that there was a hole drilled into the door of Elaine's car.”


    “You are mystifying me.”


    “I thought Randy Cousins used the drill bandit technique to get into Elaine's car. But it must have been Mia. She was prosecuting that case. She even told me that. Everything adds up. She knew how the drill bandit acted. Apparently she ran into Elaine at the pizza place when the coffee was sitting in the SUV in the parking lot, nicely out of sight. Elaine would have told her she was heading to Lindsay's. Mia would have figured, two birds with one stone.”


    “But why?”


    “Because she'd already killed Benning.”


    “Killed Benning? Surely that is taking prosecution too far.”


    “I've been thinking about it. The failure to get Benning convicted was just as likely to result from an ally in the Office of the Crown Attorney as in the police.”


    “And you think this woman was his confederate?”


    “Or lover. She's engaged to a partner in a big law firm. She sure wouldn't want Benning dragging her down.”


    “But surely, Ms. MacPhee, a professional woman like that wouldn't have been involved with Benning.”


    “Think of Rina Benning. Think of Lindsay. Educated, attractive, both of them. The more I think of it, the more it makes sense. She was in a position to engineer his escape. She was also in a position to frame someone else.”


    “That explains her determination to prosecute Ms. Ekstein. And you, for that matter.”


    “Elaine played right into her hands.”


    “But how would she know where Lindsay was? I don't think Ms. Reilly was in on that.”


    “She wasn't. I think she was trying to set Elaine up. And then Elaine let it slip about Lindsay and us guarding her. All she had to do was follow Elaine. That SUV is the size of a county. No trouble tracking it. She would have been prepared with the drill, some Rohypnol. She probably had it on her. I'm betting the autopsy showed Benning had taken Rohypnol too. Benning was a wild man. She couldn't have handled him conscious.”


    “Good grief.”


    “So she's aware that we found the site where he was murdered?”


    Mrs. Parnell seemed to be trying to get out of bed. “Young Ferguson was heading back there to check something out and…”


    “You mean she knows he was headed there?”


    “No, she'd left before he told me about it.”


    Even so, Alvin's adventure seemed like a bad idea. I had no choice but to check him out. Too soon old and too late smart, my father likes to say. I learned my lesson last year about putting myself in danger. Running off alone into the park to see a possible crime scene fitted nicely into the class of stupid things.


    Right. So who could help? I remained persona non grata with the police, so scratch the force. Mrs. P. was seriously out of commission.


    “I'll head over and see that everything's all right.”


    “You don't think she'd hurt young Ferguson?”


    I thought back to the scent I hadn't been able to identify just before I was shoved into the snowbank on the canal: cedar and bergamot. First Mia's cologne. Then Mia's knees in my back forcing me deeper into the snow. All that goddam exercise she bragged about had served her well.


    “Yes. I think she'll hurt him.”


    “I'm coming with you. Don't try to stop me.”


    “No. You need to call for help. You're needed as communications central. Alvin has my phone, but you can reach Merv or Conn McCracken. Or Leonard Mombourquette. They'd listen to you. Merv's probably at Lindsay's. The rehearsal's not until seven. McCracken or even, God help us, Mombourquette, might still be at the station. Call everybody you can think of. See if you can get someone to meet me by the Rideau River in lower Strathcona Park. Tell them it won't take long. It's just to be on the safe side. What the hell, call P. J. Lynch too. As soon as I find Alvin and the cellphone I'll be in touch. If you don't hear from me in half an hour, call 911 and tell them one hell of a story.”


    “Don't forget the scarf.” Mrs. Parnell handed me Alvin's hand-knit mile of mice. She was already on the phone as I raced out the door.


    
      * * *
    


    Six o'clock came and went.


    Alvin, with his slippery, leather-soled shoes and light clothing, was not exactly dressed for success in the great outdoors. What if he'd slipped on the path near the river? The days might be getting longer, but with the cloud cover and driving rain, no one would spot him. All the Jimmy Buffett music in the world wouldn't keep him from freezing to death overnight.


    Minutes later, the rental car fishtailed toward the Rideau River. I was dressed for the rehearsal, wearing my ankle length wool coat, the deep green silk scarf Edwina had given me for Christmas and my good knee-high black leather boots. I had the Sorels in the car, just in case, plus an umbrella and a flashlight. You never know.


    By my calculations, it wouldn't take more than ten minutes from the hospital to the river. Then ten minutes to check it out and another fifteen, twenty at the outside to get to St. Jim's. Barely on time.


    I took short cuts and maybe broke a few speed limits. The drizzle had turned to hard rain again. By the time I pulled into the parking lot at the end of Range Road, the wipers were working overtime and wind rocked the rental car.


    Mrs. Parnell's LTD was one of five cars parked in the lot. There was no sign of Alvin. Although the way the rain sluiced down, you couldn't see anyway. I pulled off my dress boots and jammed my feet into the Sorels. I grabbed Alvin's Mickey Mouse scarf and substituted that for the green silk. I wrapped it about eight times around my head and neck, stepped out of the car and unfurled the umbrella. The wind whipped it inside out.


    Three people with four drenched dogs raced for cover out of the dog area in lower Strathcona Park and dove into their cars. I banged on their windows, one by one. None of them had seen Alvin.


    I headed down through the slushy snow on the path, glad of the waterproof boots and the light standards along the way. I'd walked through that park hundreds of times when Paul and I were in law school, living in a second floor apartment on Marlborough Avenue. It's not the kind of place where you worry about your safety. Dog parks are never empty. This one has its share of joggers and cyclists in the summer, cross country skiers in the winter, and it's crawling with pooches and owners anytime. I told myself the worst that could happen to Alvin was a wet kiss from a Lab.


    Two more people with dogs splashed past me on the way to the parking lot. A lone jogger, heading out of the park, followed close behind them.


    By the time I hit the site, in spite of Mickey Mouse, my hair hung in wet strings, definitely not a French twist anymore. My coat was soaked, and I was damn cold, if you didn't count my feet in the trusty Sorels. I imagined Alvin's twiglike ankles snapped because of a fall on the path. That might explain it. He'd be lying helpless with the cellphone out of his agonized reach.


    When I located the spot Lindsay described, I found no sign of Alvin. Nothing but slush, the sound of open water and breaking ice.


    Could he have gone further into the park? But why? Because he's Alvin, that's why, I thought. What else would you need to know? I concentrated on trying to locate the little twerp. I almost missed the ringing noise.


    A phone? There wasn't a building nearby. The ringing stopped briefly and started again. Four more rings and then it stopped again. Obviously, someone who used the same strategy as my sisters.


    I spotted the black receiver on the far side of a scruffy bush near the river bank. I picked it up and pressed TALK.


    “Camilla,” someone bleated, faintly. The “battery low” sign blinked.


    “Yes?”


    “Where the hell are you?”


    “Edwina?”


    “Who else? You get yourself over to this church in the next two minutes or you may as well change your name. Got it?”


    “Listen, Edwina, I need your help.”


    “No, you listen. Everyone's here and we're ready to go.”


    “What do you mean, everyone's there? It's not seven yet.”


    “Six-thirty. The rehearsal's at six-thirty.”


    “Is Leonard Mombourquette there?”


    “You're breaking up. Talk loud.”


    “Edwina,” I yelled, “I'm down at the river and…”


    “Did you say down at what river? Oh, Camilla. Alexa's in tears. Stop this stupidity and get over here.”


    “But Alvin's…”


    The line went dead. The faintest blip. Then nothing. Okay. Deal with the girls later. Now to locate Alvin mondo quicko, get help and be on my way. I figured he must have slipped with those stupid shoes and skidded off the path. So the thing to do was, check for marks, find him and drag him back to the car. Logically, the skidding would have taken place near where he dropped the phone.


    “Alvin!” Yelling is always good. Ask anyone in my family.


    I made my way along the path, hollering and checking the river side for sign of a long skid. No sign. The path sloped and even in the dim light, I could see the pointy tracks leading through the slush to the little clump of woods. I followed, sinking into the wet snow.


    The driving rain was cold enough to chill but not to freeze. My long wool coat grew heavier. Even the wool dress underneath was getting damp, but unless I found Alvin soon, that was the least of my problems.


    In the distance, I caught sight of another jogger heading out of the park. Or maybe it was the same one. They all look alike. I slid down the incline, grabbing at brush to keep me from falling. How the hell do the joggers manage in the winter, I wondered. An image of the jogger passing Lindsay's place the bitterly cold night Benning was killed flickered in my mind. That image offered answers to a couple of nagging questions. Click. Click. Could the jogger have been Mia? Had she trapped Alvin? If yes, I hoped like hell she hadn't seen me.


    At the bend in the slope, I spotted it. A long track in the piled snow. Big one too. Like someone had slid right to the edge of the river bank. I left the path and waded further into the slush. Something heavy had skidded across and kept going. The track went right to the bank and then down to the edge of the river.


    Lucky I had the flashlight. I shone it down toward the partly frozen shore. Even with the flashlight, I couldn't see well in the glare of the rain. There were no convenient lamp standards off the path. It takes a lot to freeze the Rideau and the weather had been mild for days. The river was noisy, strong currents moving fast under the ice. Open water frothed at the shoreline. Further out breaks showed between large plates of ice.


    I was too goddam cold and wet to think straight. Not far away, a duck quacked miserably. It took a time to locate the dark, still lump near the shore.


    The orange lei was a dead giveaway. It fluttered in the wind. Plastic doesn't care about the weather. Alvin lay on a small triangle of ice broken away from the shore. What the hell was he doing there? The ice plate sloped badly. I hung on to clumps of brush and half-slid, half-crawled down the bank.


    “Alvin,” I yelled. “Wake up!” The lump didn't move. The lei flapped in the wind.


    “Alvin.” That was stupid. I didn't even know whether he was dead or alive. But if he moved and the ice slab tilted, he'd be dead soon. If he went under, he'd surface downstream at the locks in the Spring. Or not at all.


    Maybe yelling his name wasn't the greatest idea. I could startle him and he'd roll over and then…or, typical Alvin, he'd do the opposite of what I wanted, with the same result. If I could just reach him. But first things first.


    My jaw dropped as a chunk of ice flew through the air and sent the flashlight flying in a wide arc toward the river. The splash that followed was the worst sound in the world.

  


  
    Thirty-One


    The jogger had descended partway down the slope. It was too late to hide.


    “Surprise. I'm back.” The last person I wanted to hear.


    “Call 911. We have an injured person stuck on the ice.” I tried to sound confident.


    Mia Reilly's voice was colder than the rain. “Not dead?”


    “No. But he's unconscious. We have to get him.”


    She moved closer. “You mean not dead yet.”


    “No, but if the ice separates any more and tilts, he'll be in the river.”


    “And you'll be right after him.” Mia's usually sleek blonde bob hung dark and wet. Her makeup must have washed away, leaving her ghostlike in the fog. She wasn't showing her expensive smile tonight. Even in water-resistant black jogging gear, she must have been soaked.


    “No, I think I can get him out. For God's sake, Mia, please run back and call for help. I don't know how long he's been lying there.”


    “His neck looks broken.”


    I whirled and gawked at Alvin. How many times had I threatened to break his neck? Now it didn't seem amusing. “Hurry up, then,” I said.


    “What's your rush?”


    “Are you crazy?” On the river, a sheet of ice cracked with a bang. I whipped my head back toward Alvin. “Before it's too late, Mia. If that ice breaks off any more, he'll tilt and go under.”


    Nothing prepared me for her giggle.


    “There's nothing funny about this.” I felt angry enough to toss her and her sick little laugh into the roiling water.


    “I don't know about that,” she said.


    “Find a long branch we could use to hook him so he doesn't go under if it does break loose.”


    I wanted to go for help but couldn't leave Mia with Alvin. She would smile and watch him drown. I had no tools and no way of getting him on ground without putting him at even greater risk. I was stumbling in circles and tripping on the ridiculous scarf, now stretched beyond imagination. I tramped on it as I caught my balance and realized it was strong enough to get Alvin to shore. I staggered as close as I could to the edge of the river. What was that sound? A moan?


    “What?” I yelled.


    The weak call was lost in the wind and rain. But it was not time for a conversation. Alvin was trying to sit up.


    “Keep still. You're by the open water.”


    Alvin moved. The slab of ice tipped. Frantically, I unwound the scarf from my neck and tied one end to the trunk of the nearest alder.


    “I'm going to toss you the scarf, then we'll go for help.”


    Alvin kept trying to say something.


    “Can't hear you. Don't try and talk. Do you have any feeling in your hands? Can you grip the scarf if I toss it to you?”


    He must have been tremendously weakened. I couldn't make out a word. The slab wobbled and tilted more.


    “For Christ's sake, stop moving,” I yelled.


    He leaned forward.


    “Shut up.” I tossed the scarf.


    Alvin rose to his knees. “Behind you!”


    I jerked around in time to see Mia Reilly bring down a piece of broken branch. I rolled to avoid the blow and slipped from the muddy bank into the water. I plunged to my waist. I reached out to grab at the vegetation on the side. To my left, Alvin's plate of ice tipped.


    “Hang on,” I yelled.


    The sumac held fast despite my weight. Mia Reilly kicked at my hands. Alvin moved closer. “Sorry, Camilla,” he said.


    I tried to say “save yourself, Alvin,” but I inhaled a mouthful of icy, brown river. The wet wool coat hung like an anchor, the weight dragging me deeper into the water. If I let go of the sumac, I'd be finished. I kicked around and felt for something solid. My foot caught on a root. Mia's boot descended again.


    “A tragic accident. I mean, so noble of you to die trying to save him.”


    Behind me, Alvin went quiet. Was he already beneath the water, his lungs exploding as he shot under the ice?


    Mia's heel landed on my hand. I screamed and let go. My boots were flooded, too heavy to tread water. I pumped my legs to kick off the Sorels. They held fast.


    I fought back panic. I kicked my feet and grabbed at the buttons of the coat. My fingers didn't want to work.


    I had a dim memory that your extremities cease to function after twenty seconds in near zero water. How long had it been? Felt like weeks. Goddam boots. The current sucked me toward the muddy river bottom. The cold was so intense, I felt little else. Every instinct sent my hands flailing upwards, toward the shore, splashing. I fought the urge and forced myself to work the buttons of my coat. My fingers grew too numb to feel.


    A second's a hell of a long time when you're under water fighting for your life. My lungs were aching by the time the first button opened. The second took less time. I kicked as much as I could. The boots felt like weights.


    Three buttons. Four. Five.


    What would they say about me? She died with her boots on? Unable to unbutton her coat? I latched on to a root near the shore. It kept me from being swept under the ice. One boot slipped off. I put my energy into freeing the other.


    My lungs were burning as I bent over in the water and forced myself to take off the second boot. I used one hand and grabbed the root with the other. This time my foot came out of the Sorel, which held fast in the roots.


    I couldn't do it. Too hard. I heard my father's voice. “You're a MacPhee. We are not quitters.”


    I fumbled until the coat opened. It slipped from my shoulders after a couple of weary shrugs. I felt the incredible lightness as the coat sank toward the river bottom.


    Freed from my trap, I experienced the full pull of the current. With numb hands I clung to the root and gradually, painfully pulled myself toward the surface. Somehow now it didn't feel so cold. And, I didn't care much any more. What did it matter? Time to let go. Everything would be all right. Easy.


    My father's voice again. “Not good enough. Get going.”


    Bad girl, in cold water again. Sorry, Daddy.


    When the going gets tough, the tough get climbing.


    Hand over hand, that's all, Camilla. You'll get there. Hand over hand. Don't go to sleep. Don't.


    Thanks, Daddy.


    I felt the rush of air as my head crested the water.


    “Well, well, well, I knew there was some reason those bubbles kept coming up,” said Mia Reilly. “Some people don't know when to quit. It's too bad you never learned to mind your own business.”


    I spat out the filthy water. “People know we're here. They know about you.”


    She looked around and laughed. “What people would they be? Nice bluff. Goodbye, Camilla.”


    I clung to the root of the tree and fought to speak. “Why are you doing this?”


    “You couldn't stop digging, could you. Do you think for one minute that I'm going to let you and your idiot assistant cause me to lose everything?”


    She raised her foot.


    “Wait, Mia. No one suspects you.”


    “You couldn't just let things alone. I'm going to have a great marriage with the perfect man. He has a wonderful house, he drives a Jaguar, he's a partner in the biggest firm in town. I'll have the job I've always wanted. I didn't let Ralph wreck my career and my engagement, and I'm sure not going to let you do it. You're just not important enough to ruin everything. Don't bother looking over at that stupid kid. He's dead.”


    I jerked my head. Alvin had disappeared. It was over. But she wouldn't get away with it if I could save myself. My fingers were starting to lose their grip on the roots. “Forensics will put two and two together.”


    “They won't come up with this answer. Anyway, I'll have the perfect alibi tonight.”


    She was quivering, a dangerous quiver for me. Dangerous for her too because off to the side, something inched forward, out of the water and up the embankment, something dark and dangerous, clinging to a Mickey Mouse scarf. Then it stopped, just stopped. Alvin lay still, a dark lump with a flash of neon orange. We were so close to making it. He couldn't die on me.


    I grasped the base of the tree and pulled myself toward the shore, slipping and gasping. Adrenalin pumped through my system as I crawled upward and forward.


    Mia was concentrating on me. She didn't notice even when the dark shape dragged itself to its feet and staggered in her direction.


    “You always were a stubborn bitch, Camilla.” She raised her boot. Upward and forward.


    I lay in the snow on the riverbank and barely managed to gasp: “Did you kill Rina too? Did you attack Mrs. Parnell?”


    “You'll never know.”


    “Watch me, Mia, I'm going to bring you down.”


    She lunged toward me. Behind her, Alvin rose like the chief ghoul in a horror movie and launched himself.


    “I don't think so,” she said.


    Mia's knees buckled, as Alvin crashed into her. She pitched sideways and landed in the slush. I grabbed at her and caught a fist full of expensive hair. It gave me enough momentum to get onto solid ground. Mia lay still for a minute. She reared up again, just as I pulled myself to a kneeling position. Behind her, Alvin crumpled.


    “I'll deal with you later,” Mia yelled. With a burst of speed, she pushed me back toward the water. I wasn't going there again. She bent over, her crazy face loomed above me. “Third time lucky, Camilla.” My hands were beyond feeling, my legs no longer worked. I heard my father's voice. “You're a MacPhee. MacPhees always use their heads.”


    With my last bit of strength, I threw myself forward and butted her chin with the top of my skull. She screamed and fell back over Alvin. The scream stopped when her head hit the rock.


    I tumbled toward the ground. I probably screamed too when my leg snapped.

  


  
    Thirty-Two


    “Leave me alone.” The wail of sirens hurt my ears. And this slapping business.


    “Camilla, Camilla.”


    If that person didn't stop slapping me, I'd just have to open my eyes and clout him.


    “She's trying to talk. Listen.” Sounded a lot like Edwina.


    Slap. Slap.


    “I'm trying to say leave me alone.”


    “What is it? What's she saying.”


    “I don't know. She's just mumbling.”


    “Down here. They're down here. You better hurry.” Who was that? McCracken? Wasn't he supposed to be somewhere else?


    Who was crying? Alexa. I shouldn't have ruined her rehearsal. “Sorry, Alexa.”


    “Oh, Camilla.”


    “What's she saying?” A man's voice. Whose?


    “It's okay, stay quiet. Camilla. You'll be all right.”


    Slap me one more time and I'll tie your tail in knots, Mombourquette.


    Leave me alone. Don't want to be lifted. Tired. Where is Alvin? Find Alvin. I don't want to go in there. Turn the light off. I don't need this cover on me, what is it? Heavy. I can't move my arms. Was that P. J.?


    Not those goddam sirens again.


    
      * * *
    


    A hospital is not the place for a person like me. That goes double if the first furry face I see when I wrench open my eyes is Mombourquette's.


    “What are you doing here?” I said, once I'd grasped the meaning of the intravenous feed, the clouds of carnations and the seasick green walls.


    His nose twitched. “Just once, could you try not to be rude?”


    “Not trying to be rude. I just expected something else.” I didn't know what, but it sure wasn't Mombourquette.


    “Sorry to let you down. Just checking to see if you were up to giving us a statement yet.”


    Wait a minute. If I was in the hospital, why wasn't my family crying and carrying on and reeling off rosaries to aid my recovery? “A statement? That's very sweet. Where are my sisters and my father?”


    “They've been here. Keeping a vigil. But they just headed down the hall because the nurses were having a little do for Alvin.”


    The memories of our night at the river came flooding back. “Is he all right?”


    From down the hall came the sound of a group singing “Cheeseburger in Paradise.” “Never mind. I guess he is.”


    “He had a close call. Thanks to you. The pneumonia's starting to react to the antibiotics.”


    “Pneumonia? What do you mean, thanks to me? Thanks to Mia Reilly. Which reminds me, she's the one you want to talk to if you're looking for statements. She killed Benning. She admitted it. I think you'll find he'd been blackmailing her for years.”


    Mombourquette yawned. “Tell me something I don't know. It's been going on since she joined the Crown Attorney's office. Benning was most likely the reason she took the job. She fiddled with enough cases to make us suspicious. That's what Randy Cousins was working on. She couldn't understand why every one of Benning's cases got tossed out or pled down. Randy already hated the SOB, and she'd figured out it had to be someone in the Crown attorney's office who was giving him the breaks. She's been watching Mia Reilly for months.”


    It was hard to listen to Mombourquette at the best of times. But now my head wouldn't stop spinning, and my leg throbbed. For some reason, I felt like throwing up. But I couldn't stand to let Mombourquette believe he'd solved it.


    “Let me fill in the blanks for you,” I said. “Benning liked to play dangerous games. He wouldn't have wanted Mia to marry, let alone marry a bigshot in the legal community. If she had solid emotional support, that would have loosened his hold on her. It was typical of Benning to turn up the blackmail burner just when things were going well for her. Only this time she had too much to lose. She's a tough little number, and she'd had enough. So she engineered his escape, slipped him a gun, and then arranged to meet him in the park. She slipped him some Rohypnol, shot him and slipped the body into the river to freeze.”


    “Partly right. They found traces of Rohypnol.”


    “Maybe Alvin and I wouldn't have risked death if you'd shared that information.”


    “But only partly. What makes you think he was shot?”


    “What?”


    “She drugged him and let him freeze. He was not shot.”


    For some reason I had trouble thinking straight, although that was none of Mombourquette's business. “I hope you turkeys didn't let her get away. Is she in custody?” I could hardly ask Mombourquette whose blood was at the river site without incriminating Lindsay.


    “Yes. No bail either. And, by the way, we could have pulled the case together a lot faster without all your bullshit.”


    “Speaking of pulling, pull the other one. Who owns all these flowers? They're everywhere.”


    “Looks like you do. I can't imagine who sent them. Look, Conn and I and Randy Cousins just about had the case cracked.”


    “You mean someone sent me a prickly cactus? Was that you?”


    “No. But I can sympathize with the sentiment.”


    “Why didn't you tell me what you were doing about Mia Reilly?”


    “Gee, maybe because you're a civilian, and were the police?”


    “But I had evidence. Are those red roses mine?”


    “You had squat, Camilla.”


    I kept quiet. I could feel my brain clicking. And high time too. There was only one person whose blood it could have been.


    “Read my lips, Leonard. We had the answers. Alvin found Mia's fur-lined glove at the river site. I'll bet the farm the lab will find traces of Rina Benning's blood on it. I think Benning took Rina to the site and beat her seriously. When Mia joined him there, she doped him with her favourite substance, Rohypnol. She probably just did her coffee trick again. Then she bundled him up and left him to freeze. My guess is she arranged his body in that kneeling position and covered him with snow until rigour took over. Then she took Rina, who was probably dead or dying, in her car and dumped her in the country to get the search going in that area. Give herself time to play her game with Benning's body and throw suspicion on Elaine. And Lindsay too.”


    Mombourquette stared at the wall, which more or less confirmed my theory.


    I kept talking. “One thing that really bothered me was the ice on the body. After being in that river, I realize you don't have to be frozen through to get a layer of ice on you. Since she planned the whole thing and planned to frame Elaine from the beginning, I'm betting Mia came back to the park and rolled Benning's body into the shallow part of the river. At least the outer part would freeze pretty quickly with a nice coating of ice. You should probably be checking out winch rentals. Think about it. Mia would have been able to trot through that park without anyone noticing. Even if someone did notice, how could they identify her? Everything was to muddy the waters, throw suspicion on someone else. Obviously, Mia sent you the video and made the call for you to check out Lindsay. With two strong suspects, the police were guaranteed to go down the wrong road. Who knew better how to set up evidence than an Assistant Crown Attorney? Obviously, Mia thought we had enough information to be a serious threat to her, since she tried to kill us to keep it secret.” The room was whirling, but I still couldn't let Mombourquette scurry away. “So I hope you bagged that glove for evidence.”


    “Of course we did. But I told you…”


    “Don't forget to check out winch rentals. I'm telling you. Mia and Benning were not the only people at the site. Rina Benning was there too.”


    “You think she was foolish enough to meet him there?”


    “No, and that's been bothering me. Rina was terrified of Benning. She'd never let herself be alone with him, but why would she be afraid of a high profile Assistant Crown Attorney? Check out Mia's home, and you'll probably find the original tape. I think Benning called Mia, and she played that tape on a phone call to Rina's after she got Rina to leave. You can confirm the phone records.”


    “You don't need to tell us how to do our jobs.”


    “Good. Then you can build the case that Mia moved the dead or dying Rina to make it look like Benning was still alive. She may have killed her herself. It made Benning look like even more of a monster. Plus she would have wanted to confuse the times to establish an alibi. Just in case.”


    Mombourquette's nose wrinkled. “Maybe it's worth looking into. But what makes you think she was lured there and killed? Why not killed in the car?”


    “Call it a hunch.”


    Mombourquette said, “You better not be holding out on me.”


    “Speaking of holding out, how come you didn't show up at the river after I called? A lot of this could have been prevented.”


    “Because I was at St. Jim's at six-thirty. For the rehearsal. I don't know why you bothered phoning.”


    “I thought the rehearsal was at seven.”


    “Wrong again.”


    “I tried to reach you. You didn't answer.”


    “You keep cellphones turned off in church. Which you'd know if you ever went.”


    “If you didn't get my message, how did you find out where Alvin and I were in time? Well, not in time, but better late than never.”


    “Talk about lack of gratitude. Mrs. Parnell was frantic and managed to make contact with your father at St. Jim's. I don't know how she did it, but she got through.” Mombourquette looked a bit puzzled. He doesn't know Mrs. P. as well as I do.


    “She wasn't exactly sure where in the park, so we all raced out to find you. It's a good thing you were near death already. Those sisters of yours were ready to string you up.”


    “I don't want to talk about that. Back to Mia. You saying you have enough on her without Alvin's evidence?”


    “We've located the stolen van that transported Benning's body.”


    “Drill hole in the door, right?”


    “Yep.”


    “She was the one who drilled the hole in Elaine's SUV and put Rohypnol in the coffee that drugged us and the cops.”


    “Right. We found trace evidence supporting that in the SUV. We found the drill in her car. I'm surprised she kept it.”


    “She was probably hanging on to it until she got rid of all the pesky investigators. Like Alvin and Mrs. P.”


    “Anyway, forensics should be able to link it to the paint on the SUV and the van. I think we'll find her DNA on Elaine's clothes, now that we know what we're looking for.”


    “You wouldn't have even looked for the drill if I hadn't told McCracken about it.”


    “Hang on, Camilla. You were trying to blame it all on Randy. We were closing in on Mia anyway. Her source for the roofies blabbed. He'll testify in exchange for getting date rape charges dropped.”


    Now I had something else to feel sick about. “That's disgusting. You think the Crown will take him up on that offer?”


    “Might not have to. We're already picking holes in her statement.”


    “Does the statement read like a confession?”


    “No. But it's full of contradictions. She seems to have forgotten she came to at the river site and flipped out in front of plenty of witnesses, including the paramedics. Tried to fight her way out. Once it looked like you and Alvin were going to survive, she caved. That's even before the attempted murder charges for the attack on Mrs. Parnell. And you, of course, although that's more understandable.”


    “Funny. I'd like to know how she knew to follow Mrs. Parnell.”


    “She won't say anything about it. I think she was just trying to keep an eye on you and anyone connected with you. According to her office, she'd been missing time for minor medical complaints. Maybe she hung around outside your place or something. We're more interested that she's admitted to the big ticket item.”


    “You mean she confessed to killing Benning?”


    “According to the Crown, she's going to plead down to manslaughter and interfering with a body. Rumour is her lawyer will cite battered spouse syndrome as an extenuating circumstance.”


    “What? Are you serious? This was completely and utterly premeditated, and you goddam well know it. What about Rina?” I shouldn't have waved my arms because it knocked the IV line loose.


    This time he didn't meet my eyes. “We haven't proved that yet. She'll plead guilty to Benning, with extenuating circumstances, but not that. We're coming up empty on it. I think she'll walk on that one.”


    “Goddam it. She can't.”


    He shrugged. “We figure the Crown doesn't want a ton of media attention on this one. They'll accept a plea bargain and keep it low profile.”


    I figured with P. J. Lynch on the job, it would stay high-profile. I'd be happy to help with that. “Unless they get her for Rina, Leonard.”


    Mombourquette leaned in, uncomfortably close. “You'd better not be keeping anything from me.”


    “I told you. I've got a feeling. Follow up on the glove and the tape of the message Benning left for Rina. See if he called her ‘Little Girl’. Don't interrupt, Leonard. And if there's blood in her car, I bet it will be Rina's.”


    After everything she'd been through, I didn't see any reason to hand Lindsay over.


    “Time for you to stop playing detective, Camilla. You're not completely off the hook with the law society yet. Don't make me use that against you.”


    I snorted. “You really scare me, Leonard. What about Elaine? Did she get released yet? I imagine that will be worth an internal review.”


    He blushed. “Not our fault she was in there. Remember? She was making a political point. The Crown could still take action over the false confession. They could charge her with mischief or even perjury.”


    I struggled up to a sitting position. My head tweeted. “You'd better suggest they won't keep a low profile over Assistant Crown Attorney's Mia Reilly's crimes, if they even think about it. I'll personally see to that.”


    “You and me both. We found out quite a bit from Mia. She was willing to confide some stuff she didn't tell you. All it took was someone sympathetic.” Was I mistaken or did a rosy blush work its way onto his face? “She claims that when Benning escaped and stole a car and chased after Alvin thinking he was you, she panicked.”


    “Yeah right. Use your brain, Leonard. I'm betting she had that car ready for him and she knew exactly what he was going to do. Look for the drill hole. Remember?”


    “Do you have to interrupt constantly, Camilla? Then Mia called Elaine at the WAVE office and told her about Benning's escape. Mia suggested Elaine get over and protect Lindsay.”


    “Very strategic. Mia didn't know where Lindsay was. So all she had to do was follow. It indicates that the whole attempt to frame Elaine was premeditated and worked out before Benning's escape,” I said.


    “Right. Elaine mentioned she'd bring coffee and pizza from the Colonnade, and we're certain Mia used that information to modify her plan and muddy the waters. She probably couldn't believe her luck when Elaine decided to make political hay out of the whole mess. Anyway, the main thing is Elaine's out. She's getting back to normal.”


    “Elaine's back to normal? How long have I been in this hospital? Oh crap. Did I miss the wedding?”


    “No such luck. You've been out of it for nearly two days, but it's still only Sunday. The wedding's not until tomorrow, Valentine's Day. And you'd better stay conscious.”


    “One more thing, Leonard. Since we're buddies again, you can tell me. Who signed that directive? The one where I was persona non grata with the police.”


    Mombourquette gave a rodential little chuckle. “Can't believe you fell for that one, Camilla. There was no directive. Randy and Conn and I just wanted you to keep your nose out of the case before you blew our case on Mia. Now it looks like you're out of the way for a while.”


    “That's what you think.” I swung my legs to try to get out of bed. Nothing prepared me for the pain that shot through my thigh. I yelped and fell back on the bed, gasping.


    “What the hell's wrong with my leg?”


    I didn't get a chance to find out before my family hurtled through the door.


    It was hours before I had the strength to call P. J. and thank him for the prickly cactus.


    
      * * *
    


    Monday, February 14, turned out to be the perfect day for a candlelight wedding, if you like that sort of thing. Soft flakes of snow, set against the indigo winter sky, made a dramatic backdrop for the wedding party's comings and goings. Alexa looked queenly in her pearl French velvet ankle length dress, with five kinds of cream flowers and quite the cleavage. Conn couldn't take his eyes off her. Even Mombourquette came across like one of the higher order vertebrates. As for me, the less said about my crutches the better.


    Alexa and Conn had chosen words and music that were deep and meaningful. Alexa's boys stood tall and proud. My father wiped away a tear. The grand duchesses Donalda and Edwina wept like faucets. I was damned glad to be on drugs.


    When we finally exploded from the front door of St. Jim's, into the blue winter light and headed off to Hull and the Museum of Civilization for the reception at Les Muses, just about everybody was in the mood to party.


    
      * * *
    


    “Nevertheless, don't thank me.” Mrs. Parnell raised her voice to be heard above the roar of the reception. “Least I could do for my comrade-in-arms.”


    “It was brilliant, Violet.” My father squeezed her hand. I don't remember ever seeing him quite so animated. “You are a true heroine.”


    “All in the line of duty.” Mrs. P. swanned through the receiving line, looking swish. She sported a sweetheart rose corsage that matched her red lacquer cigarette holder. “You are her father. It seemed logical to go up the chain of command.”


    “It was very clever of you, Violet.”


    “Well, young Fergusons the hero. He saved Camilla's bacon.” She waved to Alvin without spilling a drop of her Harvey's.


    Alvin beamed. No wonder. It couldn't have been easy finding a tux in any shade of orange, yet alone that one.


    “Great outfit, Violet. Totally retro. You look surprisingly good too, Camilla. That makeup really covers your scratches,” he said. “And your dress. Love the pink. And the slit is so up to the moment.”


    “Thank you, Alvin. I didn't have much choice with this cast.” I smiled back at him. I felt a whole lot mellower than usual. Three days of painkillers will do that.


    He pulled me away from the receiving line and whispered. “I'm so sorry.”


    I wasn't sure I'd heard correctly. “You're sorry? For what?”


    “For blowing it like that.”


    I shook my head. “What are you talking about?”


    “Mia at the river. Trying to kill us. She was there because I ran into her in the hospital, and I told her I'd found some information that would connect the murderer with Benning. I told her she'd regret the trouble she caused you with the Law Society, because we were just about to blow the case wide open.”


    “You think I didn't know that, Alvin?”


    “Oh.”


    “But you're not to blame for Mia. If it hadn't been that, it would have been someone else, somewhere else, and maybe the ending wouldn't have been so happy.”


    I gave him a reassuring pat on the arm and hobbled away before my temporary niceness wore off.


    I looked up the receiving line. Surrounded by hundreds of friends, colleagues and family, Alexa and Conn glowed like twin bonfires. Even I had to agree no one had ever been a more beautiful bride. You could hear Donalda chatting and Edwina issuing orders.


    At a nearby table Elaine Ekstein fielded her own receiving line of well-wishers. Mombourquette, looking sleek and well-fed in a soft gray suit, stood as close as he could get without wearing her dress.


    “Holy moly,” Elaine screamed obligingly when Stan dropped a plastic cockroach into her peach schnapps. Randy Cousins thought that was hilarious. I steered clear of Elaine myself. I didn't feel like getting pissed off all over again.


    No one mentioned Mia Reilly. It would take a hell of a long time for the police to sort out the damage she'd done. Some of it would never come to light. I was sorry she wouldn't be having much of a trial. The best I could hope for was to be in court to watch when her sentence was pronounced. If Lindsay worked up the courage to come forward, the sentence would get longer.


    But this particular night, none of that mattered. The reception hall was a glittering fairyland. The flowers showed the many subtle shades of cream. The string quartet went for baroque.


    I only thought about Paul once or twice during the entire evening. I had to admit, I was happy for Alexa. She deserved a new start. Maybe we all did.


    Toward midnight, Alvin's slanty little eyes grew misty. He sidled closer and sniffed. “My conscience is bothering me about it.”


    “It's over.”


    “But everyone knows I saved you. No one knows you also saved me and, anyway, you wouldn't have been in danger in the first place if I hadn't told Mia about the evidence in the park.”


    “And no one's going to find out about it from me. End of story, Alvin.”


    It turned out to be one hell of a party, especially when the painkillers met the champagne. Nobody said a word about my unwaxed upper lip, and I didn't have to put up with one single person calling me a hero all night.

  


  
    
      
    
  


  Little Boy Blues


  1985


  They were supposed to stay in the house until it stopped raining, Ma told Jimmy and his brother, Allie, before she left for Sobey’s. It was hard for Jimmy to wait, because he really wanted to see his baby ducks. He’d been watching those ducks since they hatched by the creek. He was lucky to have seven ducklings in his own park across the street. Jimmy had two big K-Mart bags full of stale bread ready by the door.


  As soon as the sun peeked out, Jimmy said, “It’s stopped raining. Can we go now, Allie?”


  Vince was the one in charge. He was doing algebra homework in his room, so the little kids had to leave him alone and play quietly. He didn’t want to hear one word. But before they left, Allie called up the stairs. “We’re going to feed the ducks. See ya.”


  Vince didn’t answer.


  Jimmy said, “We better tell Frances Ann.”


  But Frances Ann was off at her piano lesson, so how could they tell her? And Tracy was in her bedroom playing with her Barbies and she had the NO BOYS EVER sign on the door.


  Jimmy didn’t want to wait for Frances Ann, because she might stop to see her friends. He wanted to feed those ducks.


  When they went out, Jimmy had on his yellow rubber boots. He liked the way they squished in the puddles on the way to the park. Allie pointed up to the sign. He said the X meant CROSS, and this was a special crossing for ducks. Jimmy could only read kindergarten stuff, but he already knew about the special duck crossing, because Allie told him every time they went to the park. Allie thought it was funny.


  Sometimes a mother duck and babies would waddle to the other side in the duck crossing, and the cars would have to wait. Jimmy and Allie would fall on the grass laughing, because some of the drivers got real mad.


  Allie made Jimmy look both ways. Then they raced over on the duck crossing. Allie said the ducks were getting smarter, and now they could read signs. He said those ducks would be so smart by next year there’d be ducks in Jimmy’s Grade One class. Allie said the ducks might get gold stars in their workbooks, and then the rest of the kids would quack up. Then Allie rolled down the hill into the park, past the daffodils, all the way to the pond.


  
    * * *
  


  It was already time to go home when the big guys showed up.


  Jimmy didn’t notice because he was busy feeding the ducks. Allie said, “Uh oh. Let’s get out of here.”


  Jimmy had a couple of crusts left, and he had been waiting a long time to come to the park, so he said, “I’m not finished.”


  “Forget it, Jimmy. Run.”


  “Wait.”


  “Now.”


  When Jimmy looked up, Allie was already near the top of the hill. “Wait for me, Allie,” he yelled. “I’m coming.” But somehow he got some water in his boots and, he couldn’t really run fast because of his asthma. Allie knew that. Allie had disappeared over the top of the hill. Jimmy could hear him yelling, “Hurry up, stupid.” The big guys chased after Allie but only ran halfway up the hill.


  It looked like Allie got away. That was good. The big guys turned around and walked back into the park. They stood next to Jimmy.


  The really tall guy in the brown jacket picked up a rock and threw it into the water. The rock hit one of the ducklings. The mother duck squawked and flapped her wings. The other guy laughed, and they slapped each other on the back.


  “Get her next.” They both had rocks. The guy with the yellow eyes aimed for the mother duck. The rock hit the duck and she sank below the water without making a sound.


  “You can’t do that,” Jimmy yelled. “Leave the mother duck alone.”


  “Listen to short-arse,” the tall guy in the brown jacket said, heaving a rock. The rest of the ducks were quacking and flapping their wings. They must have been afraid.


  Jimmy thought another duckling got hit. He couldn’t stop crying. “Stop it. You big fat bullies. Leave the ducks.”


  The tall guy said, “Who the hell do you think you are?”


  Jimmy looked around, hoping Allie would come back. Allie was the smart one, and he was tough in a fight. Allie was gone. But Jimmy couldn’t let anything happen to the ducks.


  “Leave her alone.”


  “Listen to him, will ya. Thinks he’s tough.”


  The tall guy turned to look at Jimmy. He had a rock in his hand. “He’s a dumb little kid with a snotty nose.”


  “I am not.” Vince always said you have to stand up for yourself. And names can’t hurt you. Jimmy didn’t mind standing up for himself, but he hoped Allie would show up soon.


  “I guess we gotta do what he says.” This guy had eyes the colour of pee. Jimmy had never seen anyone with yellow eyes. He was scarier than the tall guy. But Vince always said don’t let anyone know you’re afraid.


  “Don’t hurt them. Okay?”


  “He’s right.”


  The tall guy looked at the guy with the yellow eyes and said, “What?”


  “You heard him. We can’t pitch rocks at the ducks.”


  The guys looked at each other funny. Maybe it was going to be okay. But Jimmy didn’t like the mean smile on the yellow-eyed guy’s face.


  “The problem is, if we can’t pitch rocks at the ducks, what are we going to do with these rocks?”


  The guys laughed at that.


  “You can put them down,” Jimmy said. He was glad he’d stood up for himself.


  “I don’t think so. That would be a waste of a good rock.” Jimmy looked up the hill one more time. No Allie. He started to back away from the guys.


  “My big brothers are coming back for me.”


  “I guess they’re coming a bit too late.” The mean guy with the yellow eyes raised his arm.


  Jimmy was running up the hill when the first rock smashed into his legs. He fell onto his knees. The guys laughed at Jimmy crying and trying to get his breath. “What a sook.”


  The rocks kept flying. Jimmy’s leg hurt so much. A big rock hit his back. Jimmy screamed as loud as he could. “Allie!”


  “Look at short-arse cry. Guess you won’t tell us what to do the next time.”


  A rock smacked Jimmy’s head. Blood splashed down his shirt. His chest hurt. He couldn’t breathe. He couldn’t even scream any more.


  The tall guy said, “Hey, look, maybe we better stop. The kid’s bleeding.”


  “What are you, a wuss now too? Afraid of a little blood. Boo hoo hoo.”


  The tall guy sounded scared too. “That’s enough. Let’s get out of here.”


  The mean guy said, “You go if you want to, wussy girl.”


  Jimmy made himself as small as he could when the mean guy kicked him. “Time to play with your ducks.”


  Jimmy curled into a ball as he was rolled toward the pond.


  He could hear the yellow-eyed guy laughing and laughing until he felt the water on his face.


  Then he couldn’t hear anything.


  One


  It was one hell of a party. And for once I had something to celebrate. I don’t mean Canada Day in the nation’s capital, although there was that too. No, this was the imminent departure of my office assistant, Alvin Ferguson, for greener pastures. For some reason, everyone in my large, meddlesome family thinks the sun shines out of Alvin’s rear end. That’s why fifty or so people were whooping it up on July 1st in my sister Edwina’s manicured garden.


  By ten o’clock the temperature had dropped from the pleasant mid-twenties to seven degrees, and the wind had whipped the trendy market umbrellas out of the tables. Maple leaf napkins swirled across the lawn. Red and white paper cups bobbed in the pool. Even the hardiest Cape Bretoners snatched up their rum and cokes and staggered into the house. I imagine the neighbours felt some relief.


  At some point in the evening, after one Captain Morgan’s too many, I had hiked up my long Indian cotton skirt and hopped on one of Edwina’s new dining room chairs to propose a toast.


  Everyone hoisted glasses, with the possible exception of Edwina, who was keeping an eye on the brocade seat cover.


  “To Alvin Ferguson.” I held my toasting hand high.


  “To Alvin!” The room rang with it.


  I gazed around with pride at the gathering. My three sisters had outdone themselves with food and drink. Even after the heavy-duty barbecue, we still had to face dessert. The chocolate dipped strawberries and cappuccino crème brûlée would be talked about for weeks. Edwina’s husband Stan was a hit with his favourite joke novelties, if you don’t count a couple of killjoys who’d left early after finding plastic roaches paddling in their pinot noir.


  The crowd was now wedged inside Edwina’s home, the ideal place for Alvin’s going-away party. Not everyone has that many Waterford crystal wine glasses. I looked around, mellowed by the event. I smiled at my favourite sister, Alexa. Alexa looked wonderful. Marriage to Detective Sergeant Conn McCracken obviously agreed with her. I felt a twinge of guilt. I’m told I’d behaved like a jerk during the preparations for her wedding the previous winter. Maybe it had been jealousy because my own husband, Paul, had been killed by a drunk driver at the age of thirty-one, and now Alexa was getting a second chance at happiness. Maybe because I am the short, stocky, dark-haired sister misplaced in a family of willowy and elegant blondes. Maybe because I can be a pain in the ass.


  Whatever.


  Alexa seemed to have forgotten all about it. I raised my glass to her, fondly.


  “Speech! Speech!” Who the hell was yelling that? I realized I was three sheets to the wind, teetering on an upholstered chair, feeling unusually sentimental and wearing a pair of borrowed high-heeled mules. So a speech wasn’t exactly what I had in mind.


  “I don’t think so,” I said.


  My father looked up at me. He is the only person in the world who scares me. Even when he’s looking up. Even if he’s eighty-one years old. Even if he scarcely remembers my name.


  “Um, Camilla. I know you’re terribly upset to see Alvin go, but he deserves a proper send-off.”


  “He sure does, Daddy.”


  “Then, you should do it. The MacPhees are not afraid to show their deepest emotions when it’s appropriate.”


  My deepest emotion over Alvin’s decision to leave was unrestrained joy. I wasn’t sure I wanted to share that with this crowd.


  My father said, “You are equal to the task.”


  And so I gave it my best shot.


  “Alvin Ferguson is surely the most unbelievable office assistant anyone ever had. Justice for Victims will not be the same without him,” I began. That meant, among other things, our utility bills would be paid, the collect calls from Sydney would cease, messages would be passed on, outgoing correspondence would not contain coffee spills, and no topless bathers would be painted on our solitary window. It might also mean no more pilfered library materials would land on my desk.


  Alvin had lasted twenty-six long months at Justice for Victims only because my father would never let me fire him. I chose not to mention that.


  “Hear, hear!”


  “I feel confident the management of the Gadzooks Art Gallery will continue to be surprised, no, amazed, when they realize what kind of gallery assistant they’ve snagged in our Alvin.” And by the time they did, I figured I would have had the locks changed at Justice for Victims.


  I swayed on the chair. The crowd gazed on expectantly. I noticed some of them were getting a bit fuzzy. Perhaps they’d had a bit too much hooch.


  What the hell. Sometimes you’ve got to let go. Why not tell the truth?


  “As many of you know, I owe Alvin my life, and I will always be grateful to him. To Alvin! There’s no one quite like him.”


  I was telling the truth. The truth but not the whole truth. Sure, I’d be dead if it weren’t for Alvin. Sure, he could ferret out more information by quasi-legal means than anyone else. But that didn’t mean I wanted to be cooped up in a fifteen by fifteen office with someone who sported nine visible earrings, a fresh tattoo, a fondness for bad music and major attitude.


  Al-vin. Al-vin. Al-vin. People chanted and waved their Waterford stemware and sloshed their red wine on Edwina’s new pure wool cream carpet.


  I continued, “Alvin, as you know, risked his own life to put a murderer behind bars.”


  My seventy-nine year old neighbour, Mrs. Violet Parnell, put down her new high-end digital camera long enough to beat a military tattoo on the frame of her walker. “Bravo, young Ferguson.”


  Alvin, splendid in a tuxedo jacket over his skinny lizard-skin patterned jeans, stared at the floor modestly.


  I continued, “It has been an astounding experience working with him.” Working might have been stretching it.


  Alexa began to cry. People blew their noses. My father stood proud. Edwina blotted the carpet.


  I shouted, “After Alvin, we have nowhere to go but down.” They tell me that’s when I fell off the chair.


  Two


  By Monday morning, when you would think they’d still be doing the dishes after the party, my in-laws and outlaws were massed at the airport security gate ready to begin a three-week jaunt en famille through an unsuspecting Scotland. I was half the send-off party. Leonard Mombourquette, my brother-in-law Conn McCracken’s partner on the force, made up the other half.


  Too bad. Mombourquette always brings out the worst in me, especially if I have a hangover. I think it’s his strong resemblance to a rodent, although no one else seems to notice it. But I suppose someone had to bring McCracken’s car home.


  “Good luck, Braveheart,” Mombourquette said, as McCracken disappeared through the security gate.


  “He’ll need it.”


  “Better him than me,” Mombourquette added, in case I’d missed the point.


  “Oh, I don’t know. Conn will have a great time with the girls.” I’d caught the dead man walking look on McCracken’s face as he was frog-marched through security by my sisters. But that was his problem. I couldn’t stop smiling. Not even when my iced latte dribbled down the front of my silk blouse.


  “I can’t believe they asked you to look after Stan’s new Buick.” Mombourquette eyed the blotched blouse as we headed for the parking lot. “Are they crazy?”


  “He’s worried about vandalism. And face facts, nothing’s going to happen to it.” I clicked the snazzy remote to open the Buick’s door.


  “With you driving it?”


  “I am not planning to drive it. They asked me to park it in the garage at my place. We have video surveillance and on-site security.”


  I didn’t mention the space was available because my Honda Civic had never fully recovered from certain events the previous winter. This time, the transmission was on the fritz. I didn’t want Mombourquette to bring up the circumstances of the Honda’s troubles.


  “And I like to walk.” In fact, I needed to walk because of the ten pounds I’d packed on while my broken leg healed.


  “I think Stan’s out of his ever-loving mind. It’s like praying for bad luck.”


  I didn’t care for his smirk. “Speaking of bad luck, you better keep your eye peeled for black cats, Leonard.”


  Very restrained of me, considering the company.


  Half an hour later, I tucked the Buick safely in the garage of my apartment building and looked forward to a tranquil morning. Most people would take the day off in lieu of the Canada Day holiday, which had fallen on Sunday, but I had planned a pleasant stroll to work in my empty office at Justice for Victims. No relatives. No appointments. No Alvin.


  It doesn’t get any better. I was in an excellent mood, even though I had to change my blouse. It was a sunny twenty degrees, amazingly fresh for July in Ottawa. I had no need to rush. That meant I could linger over my coffee. I slipped into Bermudas and a tee, then joined Mrs. Parnell’s little calico cat on my balcony. I enjoyed my jumbo mug of French roast. Mrs. Parnell’s cat enjoyed a bowl of milk.


  From the sixteenth floor, I get the long view down the Ottawa River. The green roof of the Parliament buildings are just visible to the East. To the West I can see the white sails at the Britannia Yacht Club.


  I got a glimpse of tents popping up for Bluesfest. After five years as a widow, it was time for me to get a life. I hadn’t quite got the hang of it, but this year I’d kept the Bluesfest program. I’d read it cover to cover. Twice. The blue booklet lay open on the table, waiting to be read for the third time. The pages were dog-eared. I picked it up and stuck it in my backpack.


  My phone rang the minute the apartment door closed behind me and the lock clicked in. It rang on and on as I headed down the hall. I figured it could wait. All my clients had my cellphone number.


  The door to apartment 1608 creaked open as I strode by. “Good morning, Ms. MacPhee.” Mrs. Parnell leaned on her walker in the doorway, getting ready for a busy day spying on the occupants of the sixteenth floor. “You’ve had an active morning.”


  I nodded and tried to keep walking.


  “Do you have time for a visit?” Behind her, the lovebirds, Lester and Pierre, squawked.


  I had a fifty-five minute walk ahead of me to get to the office. On the other hand, I owe a lot to Mrs. Parnell.


  “Afraid not. I’ve got some catching up to do. How about tonight?”


  She blew out a splendid stream of Benson and Hedges smoke. “I’ll be waiting.”


  “Something wrong?”


  She sniffed. “Young Ferguson’s gone on to greater adventure and glory.”


  “We both know Alvin’s gone on to work in the Gadzooks Gallery. Avant garde, I admit, but definitely not glorious.”


  The tip of her Benson and Hedges turned red. “They could have an armed robbery. A heist.”


  “I don’t think Alvin is hoping for a heist and, even if he is, I feel confident his new employers are not.”


  She leaned forward, bony and angular. A long convalescence will do that to a person. I might have gained ten pounds after my injuries last winter, when we had taken on a murderer, but she’d lost at least that. She looked every one of her seventy-nine years.


  “You are correct, of course, Ms. MacPhee. Pay no attention. I’m finding myself yearning for excitement. Aren’t you?”


  Our last bit of excitement had almost killed us. “No. I’m not. I’m really looking forward to a quiet summer with no trouble.”


  I was humming “I Got My Mojo Working” as I hit the elevator button.


  
    * * *
  


  Usually the best part of my walk is along the river. It’s cool and silvery in the mornings, no matter how scorching the day ahead. The bike path I followed downtown meandered through Lebreton Flats, and I slowed a bit to catch a look at the set-up for the Bluesfest.


  Five days to go, and the staging was already partly erected. I spotted a fleet of flatbed trucks near the acoustic stage up on the hill and more trucks by what looked like the Main Stage.


  A trailer with a long line of porta-potties was pulling in.


  I figured the rectangular tent off to the Northwest was probably the gospel tent.


  It was the first time in years I had let myself get close to the festival grounds. The Bluesfest was the last special place I’d been with Paul. Back when it was much smaller, a cosy, sexy, schmoozefest over in Major’s Hill Park.


  The sight of the tents brought back Paul’s memory. I couldn’t imagine what the sounds and smells would do to me when I actually went.


  But if I was going to get a life, I couldn’t think of a better place to find it.


  Three


  By the time I got downtown, my T-shirt was stuck to my back. The Bermudas chafed my thighs. My feet smelled, and my head hurt. I clutched my iced latte from the Second Cup and finally pushed open the door of Justice for Victims. A rivulet of sweat trickled between my shoulder blades. But I was alone, gloriously, wondrously alone.


  I decided to get in the mood for the funding proposal by whipping the in-basket into shape. I started with the stack of bills. Quite a few of them had a telltale red strip on the return envelope. Apparently Alvin had been distracted during the previous three months. Half an hour later I confirmed it. JVF was in great shape, if you didn’t count the hydro, the business tax, the photocopier rental and the insurance. Our phone bill, now two months late, had an entire sheet detailing collect calls from Alvin’s mother in Sydney.


  Then I found the note from the landlord outlining what to expect if we didn’t ante up the rent, pronto.


  To offset the bills, I had practically no income and, unless I was wrong, I had missed our deadline to file for several key grants that keep organizations like Justice for Victims from going down for the third time.


  Never mind. I was alone and loving it. With a song in my heart, I answered the phone. The song faded when the automated voice asked if I would accept the charges for a long distance call from someone called Ferguson. I had a damn good reason to press one for yes.


  “Mrs. Ferguson,” I said, before she could say a word, “Alvin, as you should be aware, does not work here any more. I suggest you direct your calls to his new place of business. I will be happy to provide you with that number.”


  “Hello? Allie?”


  I rubbed my temple.


  “Who is this?” the voice said.


  “Let me make my point again. Alvin does not work here. Not that he ever really did. You can find him at Gadzooks Gallery. Goodbye.”


  “I need to speak to Allie.” You couldn’t mistake the hysteria in that crazy woman’s voice. No wonder Alvin was always so distracted.


  “Sorry. Alvin doesn’t work here any more.” I enjoyed hanging up.


  When the phone rang again, I was ready to press two for no, nay, never. But this time it wasn’t a collect call. It wasn’t Alvin’s mother either.


  “Miss MacPhee?”


  “Yes.”


  “This is Tracy Ferguson. Alvin’s sister? We are so sorry to bother you, but we don’t know what to do. We know Allie has a new job, but we need your help.”


  I opened my mouth, but nothing came out. I think it was because Tracy Ferguson was someone’s sister, and yet, she sounded gentle, nervous and utterly inept. My sisters are more like the offensive line for the Argos. Jump out of their way, or you’ll get grass up your nose.


  Unless I was wrong, Tracy was the sister who taught elementary school. I could hear her speaking urgently to someone in the background. “It’s all right, Ma, you lie down now. I’ll talk to her. Okay?”


  I tried being reasonable. “As you know, Tracy, Alvin started his new job this morning. Let me get the number for you.” I flipped through my desk for the Gadzooks Gallery cards that Alvin had thoughtfully deposited around Justice for Victims during the final three weeks of his employment.


  “But that’s it, Miss MacPhee. Alvin isn’t at the gallery.”


  “Well, he isn’t here. He should be at Gadzooks.”


  “But he isn’t.”


  “It’s an art gallery. They don’t answer their phones before ten.”


  “But they did answer the phone, and they said Alvin wasn’t in.”


  I found myself massaging my temple again. “Well, I don’t think you have much to worry about. He’ll drift in to work in his own sweet time. Trust me.”


  “Miss MacPhee?”


  “Look, um...”


  “Tracy.”


  “Why don’t you try him at home?”


  “He doesn’t answer his phone.”


  “Well, he is probably on his way to Gadzooks.” How could an entire family be so stunningly irritating?


  “But he wasn’t at his apartment. We started calling last night. We left about ten messages.”


  Okay. Tracy might sound like she was ten years old, but we all had to grow up sometime. “Perhaps Alvin spent the night with a friend.”


  “Oh.”


  “Right.”


  “It’s urgent. Because of my little brother, Jimmy. We can’t find him anywhere.”


  Unless I was wrong, Alvin’s little brother was twenty-one.


  “My mother is really upset. We need to find Jimmy soon.”


  “News flash, Tracy. Sometimes young men get distracted and forget about their mothers. He’ll be able to look after himself.”


  “But that’s just it. Jimmy couldn’t.”


  Not my problem. I thought someone should tell Mrs. Ferguson to let her baby boy grow up. “Everything will work out.”


  “It won’t!” Tracy’s voice rose. “He can’t look after himself.” She said something else, but I missed the rest in an explosion of nose blowing.


  “Biss BacPhee?”


  “Maybe Jimmy felt like a bit of a break.” And no wonder. “He left his medication.


  He needs that, or his seizures will start again. He doesn’t have his puffer. And he left Gussie on the road. He’d never do that.”


  “Who?”


  “Gussie. He loves that dog. He’d never leave her to fend for herself downtown in the traffic. Jimmy has disappeared. He’s absolutely vanished. Now we can’t find Allie, and we need to tell him.”


  She had me. Whatever Alvin’s flaws, ignoring his large family wasn’t one of them.


  I couldn’t concentrate with incessant calls from the Fergusons. I had no clients scheduled because of the quasi-holiday. Plus the inside of Justice for Victims by this time was one hell of a lot hotter than the Ottawa streets.


  “Okay. I’ll do what I can.”


  “Thank you. You know Allie thinks the world of you, Miss MacPhee.”


  Ah, shit.


  
    * * *
  


  The phone rang as I reached the door. On the off chance it was Tracy calling to say Jimmy had shown up or Alvin calling to apologize for the inconvenience, I shot across the desk and grabbed the receiver.


  “I know I am breathtaking, and it’s time you realized it, Tiger.”


  My friend P. J. Lynch sounded too cheerful for a reporter who’d been yanked back from a big-time assignment in Charlottetown to deal with his mother’s heart attack.


  “How’s your mom?” I asked.


  “False alarm. They boosted her meds, she’s home again, ready to rumble.”


  “That’s a relief. I’ll send her flowers.”


  “Don’t worry about it. Listen, I have terrific news.”


  “It is terrific news, P. J. But I’ve got to tear off and find Alvin.”


  “Find him? I thought you were ecstatic to lose him. Sorry I missed that party, by the way.”


  “I’m out the door. Call you later.”


  “Okay. But here’s the good news.”


  I knew what made P. J. a first-rate reporter. He didn’t understand any part of no.


  “Later,” I said.


  “I have a chance to do a restaurant review this week. Hot new spot. Friday night. Want to come with me?”


  “Aren’t you covering Nicholas Southern’s Right to be Wrong, Let’s Bore the Country Senseless from Coast to Coast to Coast Campaign?”


  “Very funny. The Right to be Right is a serious movement.”


  “Sure. Serious bowel movement.”


  “I won’t dignify that. Anyway, he’s got some private function that night. Oh, quit laughing, Tiger, it’s not that hilarious. Come with me to the restaurant. It’ll be like undercover work. You can be part of my disguise.”


  “Not that I haven’t always wanted to be part of a disguise, but no can do. I’ll be at Bluesfest. Blue Rodeo opens. I am there.”


  “But Bluesfest isn’t twenty-four hours a day. You have to eat.”


  “No dice, P. J. I’ll eat on the site. Any other time would be great.”


  “You don’t understand, Tiger. I’m stretched to the max with this assignment.”


  “I hope you’re not complaining. This Nicholas Southern thang is supposed to haul you out of crime reporting and onto the national scene. Make you or break you, I believe you said. Or was that the restaurant reviews?”


  “Come on, I’ve the weekend off, at last. You’re supposed to be my buddy. Don’t let me down.”


  “Gotta go, P. J.”


  I knew the longer we talked, the more persuasive he would become. It takes more than rudeness to shake P. J. Lynch. I hung up.


  
    * * *
  


  I set off to Gadzooks to find Alvin and hold him in a headlock until he called his family. Twentysome minutes later, I hit the far side of the market and strolled up to the small, upscale gallery. Through the plate glass window, I spotted René Janveau, the owner, surrounded by vast, gleaming crystal sculptures.


  René knew my name, since I had provided Alvin with an extraordinarily glowing recommendation. I plan to work that off in Purgatory. He kept running his hands through his hip hairdo and spewing anxiety.


  I got to the point. “I need to speak with Alvin Ferguson.”


  “I am afraid that’s not possible.”


  “Well, it’s an emergency.”


  “It certainly is. I have to leave for Montreal, and Alvin is not here yet. Where do you think he is?”


  I felt a little throb in my temple. “I don’t know. I’m asking you.”


  “How ridiculous. I am his employer, and I have no idea.”


  “Well, I’m his former employer, and I have even less.” I tried to imagine Alvin keeping the sparkling half-acre of glass free of fingerprint smudges and dust. I failed.


  “But I must leave immediately. A major show could fall through if I miss these negotiations.”


  I shrugged. I had a lot of problems, but this wasn’t one of them.


  He brightened and gave me a crafty glance. “You look more or less presentable. Would you consider filling in here until he shows up?”


  
    * * *
  


  Hull, Quebec, may be another political world from Ottawa, but it’s a short walk from the market. I always love walking over the Alexandria Bridge. The breeze blowing up the Ottawa River was the best thing that had happened to me so far that day. But the cooling effects were quickly lost pounding the pavement on the other side.


  It was a hot half-hour before I panted up to Alvin’s rickety eight-unit building on Boulevard St. Joseph and staggered through the front door. As usual, the faint memory of marijuana hung in the corridor.


  I thumped on Alvin’s door. Legally, that was better than thumping Alvin himself, which had crossed my mind. I almost hoped he wouldn’t answer so I could continue to get rid of my frustrations.


  A small child emerged from the next apartment and watched me with great interest. I provided a bad example by giving the door a kick. It swung inward. I hated to venture into Alvin’s apartment unassisted. I never knew what I’d find, but I always knew I wouldn’t be prepared.


  Inside the apartment, the floor had been painted black, the walls an elegant shade of dove. The lighting was museum quality, but the temperature hovered slightly below boiling. I managed to maintain my cool as I came nose-to-nose with a pretty fair papier mâché replica of The Thinker, sitting in the middle of the floor. A series of question marks hung, suspended by invisible wires, over his lovely puzzled head.


  Alvin’s retro fridge had been redone in a bracing shade of fuschia, and labelled The Pinker. The toilet which he uses as a planter had a cabbage rose growing in it and a little plaque on the wall behind that said The Stinker.


  A floor-to-ceiling rectangle consisting of three broad vertical stripes caught my eye. Alvin had thoughtfully added a blinking artificial flame at the base of the painting and a talk bubble that said, “Ouch, that’s hot,” at the top. It got the label,The Blinker.


  On the next wall, a Picasso from the blue period. The large eye winked at me, and two seconds later the small one did. The label said, naturally,The Winker.


  That boy gets me every time.


  I did have to ask myself: if Alvin was ingenious enough to create and maintain this display, why, in his time at Justice for Victims, had he never once answered the goddam phone properly?


  
    * * *
  


  I found Alvin in the bedroom. I almost didn’t spot him under the tangle of sheets. He was curled into the fetal position. His eyes were closed, and I couldn’t see any movement. His ponytail spread over the crisp white pillowcase, and five of his visible earrings glinted in the pale glow filtering in from the living room.


  Alvin didn’t even appear to be breathing. I almost stopped breathing myself. I reached out and touched him. Warm. And better yet, that small rise of his chest indicated that he was alive.


  Now that I knew he was alive, I really felt like killing him.


  I shook him vigorously. “Are you out of your mind, sleeping in on the first day of your new job?”


  Alvin didn’t respond. I gave his grey, bony cheek a gentle slap.


  I sat back and looked around. Had he accidentally overdosed? I saw nothing in the small bedroom. Unlike the living room, it was simple and neat. Double bed. No clothes strewn. No museum knock-offs. His all-season leather jacket hung on a wooden hanger in the closet, next to his Mickey Mouse scarf.


  I checked the bathroom. It was spotless. White towels with the monogram AF were displayed neatly on the towel rack, fresh soap sat in the soap dish, and the bathmat was clean and fluffy. Aside from the Magritte panel reproduced on the inside of the shower stall, it could have been anyone’s bathroom. I opened the medicine cabinet.


  It contained a toothbrush and a tube of Crest.


  I rushed back to the bedroom and stuck my head under the bed. Not even a dust bunny.


  Alvin hadn’t budged. My cellphone decided this was a dead zone. I was pretty wobbly as I hightailed it to the living room to call for help. Too bad Alvin had painted his telephone black to match the floor. I was about to race into the hallway yelling for help when I stubbed my toe on the missing phone.


  911. I stammered out the address. And admitted he was breathing. Yes, I was calm, I insisted. No, I didn’t know of any medical conditions. No, I didn’t think he had been sick recently. No, I’d found no sign of any drugs. No, I didn’t know for sure if he might have ingested anything. No, no pill bottles in the apartment. Yes, I already said I was calm.


  Extremely goddam calm, in fact.


  It didn’t take long for the paramedics to arrive. Eight minutes by my watch. Eight hours by my emotional state.


  Long enough to notice no light flashing on Alvin’s answering machine. Looked like he’d picked up his messages.


  
    * * *
  


  As the paramedics were peering under Alvin’s eyelids with little lights, he popped his eyes open and sat up.


  “What’s going on?” he said.


  “You tell me,” I said, perhaps too forcefully, because the paramedics asked me to step out of the room. “Not a chance,” I said.


  I found myself being propelled by the female paramedic. She could have bench-pressed some serious numbers. I relied on the Cape Breton solution and made tea in Alvin’s grandmother’s pink and white china teapot. The tea had reached the bracing black stage when the bedroom door opened and the paramedics emerged. Lines of sweat ran down their faces. “Looks like he’s all right, Madame,” the male said. “He’s making sense. It’s probably the heat, but you should check with his doctor.”


  “He had a bit of a shock. I think he got a phone message that a family member has gone missing.”


  “That may be. But it is dangerously hot in here.”


  “Is that tea?” the female attendant said.


  “Would you like some?”


  She shook her head. I heard her mutter something like anglaise, tête carrée.


  I had no idea who Alvin’s doctor was.


  “You should get him someplace cool and make sure someone stays with him for the next twenty-four hours.”


  I’d already figured that one out myself.


  “And no tea.”


  When the door clicked behind them, I turned to face Alvin. He clutched a silver-framed photo.


  “What happened, Alvin?”


  Alvin emitted a low keening sound, raising goosebumps on my arms. He slumped to the floor.


  I dropped to my knees beside him.


  “Alvin.Alvin.”


  “He’s dead,” he whispered.


  “What?”


  Tears streaked his cheeks and dripped onto the black floor. “Our Jimmy’s dead.”


  “Alvin, he’s not dead. Nobody said he was dead. He’s missing, and they’re worried because he left his medication and what’s-its-name, the dog. I just spoke to your family no more than an hour ago, and they are out searching for him.”


  “I know Jimmy’s dead. And it’s my fault.”


  Four


  Warmth and sympathy don’t come naturally to me. But after this tragic news, even I knew Alvin needed a cool spot and someone to look after him.


  I arranged for a cab. I called Gadzooks and explained there’d been a death in Alvin’s family. I alerted Mrs. Parnell and told her to expect company. Finally, I took a deep breath and tried the Fergusons. Busy.


  Forty minutes later, Alvin was settled on Mrs. Parnell’s black leather sofa. His breathing was deep and ragged. Vivaldi played soothingly in the background. Every now and then, the lovebirds Lester or Pierre gave a war cry.


  The Fergusons’ line continued to be busy.


  I filled Mrs. P. in on the background. I figured she’d be baffled too. She surprised me. “Poor boy. He’s lost his favourite earrings.”


  “That’s the least of his problems.”


  “Perhaps, Ms. MacPhee. My point is, young Ferguson is meticulous about his appearance. He must be terribly disturbed to have left home like that. Of course, that’s one of the symptoms.”


  “Symptoms? Of losing a relative?”


  “Shell-shock.”


  “You’re kidding.”


  “Not in the least. I saw a lot of it during the war. Many lovely boys were ruined. We mustn’t let that happen to young Ferguson.”


  “Wait a minute, Mrs. P. Alvin hasn’t been in a war. He’s upset about his brother. I guess they must have found his body and reached Alvin to tell him. Alvin was too distraught to give me the details. But anyway, I can understand his reaction.” My hands were shaky. I far preferred my old familiar Alvin, the gold-plated pain in the arse, to this fragile being.


  “This is not the way people act when they hear about a death. They might be shocked. They cry and carry on. Many keep a stiff upper lip. This is much, much worse, Ms. MacPhee. I can tell by the eyes.”


  “His eyes are closed. And what could be worse than losing a family member?”


  “If you had seen what I have, Ms. MacPhee.” Mrs. Parnell inhaled deeply. “We must stand by our fallen comrade.”


  I wasn’t in the mood for Mrs. Parnell’s endless allusions to World War II. But I did have to admit, it wasn’t like Alvin. “You know, I would have thought he’d already be on the plane heading home to comfort his mother. Whatever you can say about him, he’s great in an emergency.”


  “My point exactly. Something else is at work here. Something evil.”


  Alvin cried out in his sleep. “Forget the stupid ducks.” He flailed his arms about, staring wildly at nothing. The framed photo tumbled to the floor.


  Mrs. Parnell bent over and picked it up. “Beautiful child. What a shame, to die so young.”


  I took a look myself. If that was Jimmy Ferguson, he had indeed been an attractive young man. Wide spaced blue eyes, short dark hair, broad forehead, narrow chin, a smile to break your heart. Even the broken glass couldn’t hide that. It was hard to believe anyone with that combination of innocence and good looks could have been fished out of the same gene pool as Alvin.


  “The main thing is to get him home to Sydney. Fast,” I said.


  She shook her head. “I am fond of young Ferguson. I’ll do anything for him. This is more than grief.”


  “You haven’t talked to him yet. How can you be so sure it’s more than grief?”


  “I know it when I see it. Young Ferguson has it in no small measure.”


  “I’ll keep trying to get through to the family. They must be devastated about Jimmy, and now they have to worry about Alvin, too.”


  Mrs. Parnell stiffened. “It’s their duty to worry about him.”


  I took a deep breath and dialed. A little of the Fergusons goes a long way. This time Tracy answered on the first ring. “Tracy,” I said, “let me tell you how sorry I am.”


  “How sorry you are?”


  “Yes. I can only imagine how devastated you must be.”


  “Devastated?”


  “How is your mother?”


  “My mother?”


  “Yes, your mother.” What was the matter with these people?


  “She’s not too well.”


  “Of course, she isn’t. Please give her my sympathy.”


  “Your what?”


  “I want to assure you Alvin will be home in time.”


  “In time for what?”


  I couldn’t believe this girl could be allowed to teach school. Alvin, for all his faults, was at least intelligent.


  “Well, for the funeral.”


  “What funeral?”


  I tried to be charitable. The Ferguson family had suffered a great trauma. The family members couldn’t be thinking straight.


  “Your brother’s funeral.” I pronounced every syllable.


  “What?”


  I tried not to scream. “Jimmy’s funeral. Again, please let me express my condolences.”


  She blubbered. “I thought I heard you say Jimmy’s funeral.”


  “I did.”


  “Did you say Jimmy’s dead?”


  “Well, yes.”


  “Dead?”


  “I am sorry.”


  She gulped, “Oh, my God.”


  Okay, so something didn’t seem quite right.


  “Hello?” I said.


  On the other end of the phone chaos erupted. I could hear Tracy shrieking: “Oh God oh my God please no dear God.” People were shouting and crying. A dog began to bark.


  Someone else picked up the phone, and a man’s voice boomed. “Who’s speaking, please?”


  Was it possible I had something confused?


  “Wrong number,” I said and hung up.


  
    * * *
  


  I reached my father’s second cousin once removed in Sydney shortly afterwards. Daddy always said if Donald Donnie MacDonald didn’t know about something, it couldn’t be worth knowing, even though it might not be worth repeating. Better yet, Donald Donnie and his equally observant wife, Loretta, lived right next door to the Fergusons. Not that they got along.


  Lucky me. Donald Donnie answered his phone.


  “Checking in,” I said after the initial pleasantries were over. “What’s the word on Jimmy Ferguson? Have they found him yet?”


  He knew what was going on with Jimmy Ferguson all right. Apparently including my latest phone call to the Fergusons, made less than a half-hour earlier.


  Across the room, Mrs. Parnell kept a close watch on the sleeping Alvin. She raised her glass to me and blew smoke rings sympathetically.


  “Jimmy’s still missing,” I mouthed at her.


  Mrs. Parnell had the grace to look surprised.


  “I’m sure the family is in a state. I wouldn’t want to disturb them by calling and...” Here I lowered my voice and stepped around the corner into Mrs. Parnell’s kitchen.


  Donald Donnie said, “Indeed, they’re disturbed already. Some wretched creature phoned and told them Jimmy was dead. They’re a pretty strange bunch, that crowd, but I can’t understand the cruelty of that.”


  “Really? Someone called them and told them he was dead? Perhaps it was a misunderstanding.”


  “A misunderstanding! My God, girl.”


  “Well, I’m glad he’s alive.”


  “We don’t actually know he’s alive, Camilla.” I could hear Loretta jabbering on in the background too.


  “We don’t?”


  “If the police don’t find him soon, he might as well be dead. That’s right, Mum, I’ll tell her. He’s in a bad enough way now. He can’t look after himself at all at all. Any more trauma, and I can’t imagine what would be left of that boy’s brain.”


  
    * * *
  


  When I returned to the living room, Mrs. Parnell looked up brightly. “Little something to take your mind off your trouble, Ms. MacPhee?”


  I shook my head.


  “Don’t blame yourself. In his state, young Ferguson could easily have misinterpreted his family’s message.”


  “I guess so. Anyway, I’ll head back to the office and grab a few files. I can work here until we get this thing settled.”


  “Before you go, you’d better fill me in on young Ferguson’s family in case he comes to. Then I’ll know what’s going on.”


  “Sure. Seven kids, although it seems like more at times. Five are older and doing well for themselves. My father thinks the world of Alvin’s mother. She’s been a widow since Alvin and Jimmy were babies, yet she managed to get all those kids through university, except the youngest one, Jimmy. He had some kind of problems.”


  Mrs. Parnell blew a couple of very impressive smoke rings. “What sort of problems?”


  “Alvin didn’t talk about him much. I figure everyone in the family pampered him.”


  Mrs. P. said. “The lovely boy in the picture. When did he go missing?”


  “I haven’t really got the details. Everything blew up all of a sudden. His sister, Tracy, was very upset on the phone, and then Alvin collapsed. But it must have been after the going-away party last night. The family called to congratulate Alvin. Collect as usual. At first I thought it was strange people would be so agitated about this kid taking off overnight. I mean, Alvin’s way up here on his own, and nobody goes nuts about him.”


  “Hmmm.” Mrs. Parnell picked up the photo and squinted at it through a veil of smoke.


  I had a thought. “According to Donald Donnie MacDonald, Jimmy has seizures, and he’s not able to look after himself. Some kind of brain damage. And then the fact that he left his dog alone downtown, I guess that’s the clincher.”


  Mrs. Parnell continued to examine the photo. She said, “We need better intelligence before we can develop a plan of action.”


  My idea of a plan of action was to have Alvin talk to his family and tell them he was all right and maybe drive him to the airport.


  Mrs. Parnell jammed another Benson and Hedges into her cigarette holder. “One always needs a plan of action. But more to the point, Jimmy may be all right, but young Ferguson certainly isn’t. We need to get to the bottom of that before it’s too late.” I had to hand it to her, Mrs. P. knew how to convey a fine sense of impending doom.


  “Too bad my father’s in Scotland. I bet he’d know more about this Jimmy. What do you mean by too late?”


  “Ah, these darling boys. I’ve seen it too often. Things set them off. Some small trauma. Something the rest of us wouldn’t give a second thought to. But it takes them inside themselves. Each time gets a bit worse. Then one day, they don’t come out again.”


  What did this mean? That Alvin might never snap out of it?


  “Ms. MacPhee, it would be useful to have something of a context. If we know what’s going on, then we can think about how to combat it. If young Ferguson wakes up, I’ll try to get a bit more out of him without setting him off again.”


  I stood up. “We have to send him home. Pronto. He’ll be better off with his family.”


  Mrs. Parnell stood up too. She leaned forward. I leaned back. She pursed her lips. I gathered that meant no. “Can he afford it?” she said.


  “If he can’t, then I’ll have to help him.”


  “Is that such a good idea?”


  “No choice, Mrs. P. He needs to be with his family. They’ll be able to help him. Like you say, he seems traumatized.”


  “Perhaps.”


  “For sure. And listen, we have to contact his family, and I don’t want to get their panties in a twist again. So how about this. You call them and tell them he’s not feeling well and he’ll be in touch. In the meantime, I’ll make the arrangements for his flight.”


  “Not so fast, Ms. MacPhee. Consider this, young Ferguson’s family are probably the source of his problem.”
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  P. J. nabbed me on the cellphone before we got any further with that idea.


  “I got some good news for you, Tiger,” he said.


  As usual, the enthusiasm in his voice was enough to make me smile. You can trust him as far as you can throw a piano, but you had to like the guy. “I can use some good news.”


  “You get your Bluesfest pass yet?”


  “No, Mrs, Parnell and I have to help Alvin out with a serious problem. I’ll pick up my pass later.”


  “Don’t bother.”


  “Try not to be annoying, P. J.”


  “Hey, come on.”


  “Look, I have a situation unfolding which is giving me grief. I am not, repeat not, in a good mood. So don’t pressure me. I am going to goddam Bluesfest. Don’t try to talk me into anything else. I have to get off the phone and make airline reservations pronto.”


  “Pronto? That’s my point, Tiger. I got two Clubhouse passes to the Bluesfest.”


  “What?”


  “Clubhouse passes. Two of the suckers.”


  “You’re kidding. Since this morning?”


  “Yeah. I won a draw at the paper.”


  “That’s fabulous.”


  “Hate to tell you, but it’s actually bad news. Because The Ottawa Citizen is a sponsor, and as an employee, I was not eligible to win.”


  What was going on here? “That’s miserable.”


  “Actually, it isn’t. I knew I wasn’t eligible, so I put your name on the entry form. Then I put my own telephone number.”


  Irritation cancelled. If I remembered the Bluesfest program booklet, Clubhouse passes cost more than two hundred smackers a pop and came with a lot of goodies. I’d planned for the sixty-five dollar full festival pass myself. Now I’d have to dip into my savings to cover the shortfall of Justice for Victims, not to mention springing for Alvin’s plane ticket, so saving sixty-five dollars was welcome. “Definitely good news.”


  “Sure is.”


  “Why don’t you drop by the office and slip the passes under the door? I’ll decide who to take.” P. J. was born to be teased.


  “What do you mean, you’ll decide who to take? I thought we’d go together. That was the whole idea. Didn’t you say going to the Bluesfest was a sign you were getting a life?”


  “Did I? You told me you weren’t eligible. You’re a highly paid reporter, and now with these restaurant review gigs and this big honking political assignment, you’ll be floating in cash. You can buy yourself a pass. I’ll take someone who can’t afford it.”


  “Are you crazy? Clubhouse passes are sold out.” P. J.’s voice shot up an octave.


  “But as you say, the passes are in my name.”


  “Wait a minute. You didn’t buy the tickets.”


  “You didn’t buy them either. Anyway, what are you worried about? You can always cover it for The Citizen.”


  “I wish. I can’t cover that and Nicholas Southern’s campaign too.”


  “You keep whining about that. Seems to me a high profile assignment is money in the bank, even if you do have to listen to all that right wing bullshit.”


  “Yeah well, the paper can hardly give me Bluesfest too.”


  “That is not really bad news, P. J. Mr. Southern’s a big story. You’d better concentrate. Let me know if anything about the New Right starts to make sense to you, and I’ll do my best to get you to a deprogrammer. I can fill you in on the concerts afterwards. It’s not like you know anything about the blues anyway.”


  “Hang on a minute. The good news is the story is going well. Southern never shuts up, but he has a life. He’s off the road this weekend. I won’t have any trouble getting to Bluesfest.” I noted the panic in his voice. If P. J. didn’t want to be tormented, maybe he shouldn’t have sent me a prickly cactus last year when I was laid up in hospital.


  “Come on, Tiger, you’ve been yakking about how much you wanted to hear Blue Rodeo. I thought you’d be happy to spend the time with me,” he added.


  Time to quit horsing around.


  “Bad news then, P. J. You’ll have to put up with me for the whole festival. But I have to take care of something important first.”


  I thought I heard a whoosh of relief.


  
    * * *
  


  “I’ve been thinking about it, Mrs. P. Alvin’s family are profoundly irritating, but they seem to truly care about him, even if it’s on someone else’s phone tab.”


  “Perhaps.”


  “I can’t believe they caused him any trauma.”


  “We must consider it, even if it is unpalatable.”


  “More unlikely than unpalatable. But why don’t I try to get a bit more dope on what’s going on before I book his flight?”


  I made the call from Mrs. Parnell’s bedroom, out of Alvin’s earshot. My source was in.


  “Camilla,” Donald Donnie MacDonald said. “Twice in one day?”


  “Sorry to bother you. I need to know a bit more about what happened to Jimmy Ferguson, for Alvin’s sake. He’s in a weird anxiety state. And you seemed to be the logical person to ask.” I didn’t mention Donald Donnie lived for gossip.


  “Indeed, ask away, girl.”


  “Fill me in on the situation, right from the beginning.”


  “I’m not surprised Allie’s in a state. The family’s in crisis. Jimmy’s disappeared off the streets of Sydney on Canada Day in broad daylight. Poof! There he was, gone. Just like that.”


  “You mentioned Jimmy wasn’t quite all right. What’s the story?”


  “Indeed, it was a tragedy.”


  “I’m sure. But what was the tragedy?”


  “Must have happened about sixteen years ago. Springtime it was. Eighty-four. What, Mum? Oh right, eighty-five.”


  “What exactly happened?” I parked myself on Mrs. Parnell’s king-sized bed. No point in being uncomfortable. I knew Donald Donnie, and this was going to take a while.


  “Jimmy nearly drowned. In our lovely little park right across the street. Loretta and I can practically see it from the front veranda.”


  “Maybe that’s why Alvin’s so agitated. Did Alvin find him?”


  “No. Allie and Jimmy were always together. Allie ran for help, and Loretta and I raced down.”


  “So was Jimmy all right?”


  “Indeed he was not, girl. He never got over the near-drowning. He was left brain-damaged. He has the mind of a ten-year-old child now, when he’s at his best. That’s why they’re so worried.”


  Mrs. Parnell stuck her head around the corner and leaned on the doorjamb. She must have reacted to the look on my face. She spilled a drop of sherry as she inclined forward to follow the conversation.


  “That is terrible,” I said. “They’ll just have to keep looking.”


  “Don’t talk foolish. Of course, they’ll keep looking. Everyone’s helping. Neighbours, Jimmy’s friends, their parents, total strangers. We’ve been out ourselves, not that they’d give us the time of day next door.”


  “I guess they’ll have to get the cops to take it seriously.”


  “Now you’re being ridiculous again, girl. Indeed, the police have taken it seriously.”


  “In that case, they’re bound to find him. He can’t disappear.”


  “Well, that’s the thing, Camilla. They’ve found no trace of him anywhere. He’s completely vanished. We need every bit of help we can get.”


  “So we’ll make sure Alvin gets home as soon as possible.”


  “I hear you’re no slouch at sorting things out, Camilla MacPhee. You should get your arse in gear and get down here yourself.”


  
    * * *
  


  “No wonder young Ferguson’s so upset,” Mrs. Parnell said.


  “It explains a lot.” I followed her into the living room.


  “Imagine, his brother is missing and doesn’t have the intellect to deal with danger effectively.”


  Mrs. Parnell looked fondly towards her black leather sofa, where Alvin was curled up under the zebra throw. “We have to do something.”


  “Donald Donnie MacDonald said a near-drowning accident caused Jimmy’s brain damage. He said Alvin was there. If that’s not traumatic, what is?”


  Mrs. P. splashed herself a healthy dose of Harvey’s Bristol Cream. “It would be. The symptoms often show up long after the event. Then something triggers the memory, and it’s more than the lad can deal with.”


  “Okay. First we get him home. Then we figure out what’s going on in his head.”


  Mrs. Parnell stood, silent, staring out her window, at the long view down the Ottawa River toward Parliament Hill.


  “Some of these boys never recover. The hospitals were full of them, you know, after both the wars. Wasted young men.”


  “That won’t happen with Alvin. He’s resilient. Look at how he bounced back from all our problems last winter.”


  Mrs. P. picked up the photo again. “I believe you are correct, Ms. MacPhee. I think this beautiful boy is the key to our understanding. If this accident is the root of it, young Ferguson obviously never had any help to deal with the trauma.”


  “Kids often don’t talk about things. Let’s give the family the benefit of the doubt and find out what happened before we court martial them.” I didn’t want to inflame the situation by mentioning that Alvin was not the easiest person to understand or by suggesting his family might find him as baffling as I did.


  “You are right, Ms. MacPhee. That is the honourable thing to do. But I believe in the end, it will be left to us to find out what young Ferguson’s problem is.”


  I hate it when she’s right. “We have to call them and tell them he will be home as soon as possible. As I said, it’s better if you make that call, Mrs. P.”


  She folded her arms.


  “We have to,” I said. “What if they get news, good or bad, and can’t reach him? That would certainly compound his problems, wouldn’t it? Don’t be surprised if you get collect calls. And you’d better give them my cell number too, for emergency only.”


  “I suppose we have no choice. We must keep the channels of communication open to the front.”


  “Right. And another thing, whatever the problem is, Alvin’s in no shape to travel by himself. He can’t go on a plane like this by himself. And as you say, his family will be way too distracted to worry about him. I’d better go too.”


  
    * * *
  


  First things first, I thought. Before I headed out, I called my doctor and left an urgent message. The next message was for my travel agent asking about booking the most direct flights to Sydney. I left Mrs. Parnell’s number with her. While waiting for the beep, I had a brainwave. Leonard Mombourquette’s family were from somewhere in Cape Breton too. I was betting he’d have the connections. It’s a gene-pool thing. Worth taking a few more digs about me and Stan’s Buick. I tried to reach Mombourquette at his Ottawa Police Services extension and at his cellphone number, but he was holed up somewhere. I left messages asking him to get a line on Jimmy Ferguson’s disappearance. In the meantime, I had places to go and people to see.


  
    * * *
  


  I needed to know I could get back home fast in an emergency, so I took the Buick. Bonus, it had air conditioning. I wouldn’t have been much good to anyone poached. Stan would understand.


  I buzzed down to Elgin Street and, despite the afternoon holiday crowds, I found a parking meter. I headed into the inferno that was Justice for Victims and snatched up my briefcase. I jammed the more pressing files into it. If I was going to be unavailable until we got Alvin settled, I could at least pay the overdue bills.


  Miraculously, my cellphone rang. My doctor was happy to confirm what I thought: that Alvin should get professional help as soon as possible. “But don’t hold your breath,” she said. “It takes a while to get in to see someone. Unless you think he should check into the psych ward.”


  I was hardly qualified to make this decision. “No,” I said. “He’ll be better off with me and with his family. He can probably get in to see someone faster in Sydney. To be on the safe side, can you try to get him a referral here for when we get back?”


  
    * * *
  


  Since the Buick was already on the road, and I still had Alvin’s apartment keys in my pocket, I decided to whip over to Hull and collect a few essentials for him. Somewhat belatedly, it had crossed my mind that we should pick up his health card and ID. Not to mention toiletries and clean clothes. That way if we got him a last minute flight, we’d be off in a flash.


  I parked the Buick with due care and consideration and bolted into Alvin’s apartment. I ignored the Thinker, Winker, Blinker and Stinker and tried to keep my wits about me. Where would Alvin keep his documents and ID? Okay, he had a cabbage rose in the toilet. So, not there. I checked the fuschia fridge. It was well supplied with neatly organized oil paints, brushes, acrylics, watercolours and other artist’s gear. I noted the inside of the fridge was the only comfortable spot in the apartment. No sign of Alvin’s ID and health card. Fine.


  I found nothing in the kitchen except spices and condiments and the makings of small, neat meals.


  I headed for the bedroom. Feeling a bit guilty about ignoring the tangle of sheets in Alvin’s room, I rummaged through the dresser drawers. Because it was Alvin’s, I started at the bottom drawer, assuming he’d do everything in reverse. I was right. I turned up nothing of note, unless your interests included underwear in exotic patterns.


  The second drawer yielded socks, in every colour you could imagine, neatly lined up following the spectrum. Who knew Alvin had such a rich inner life?


  The top drawer held hundreds of postcards, packed together with elastic bands, neatly, as I had come to expect. Most had a telltale Cape Breton tartan design, a piper, or a panoramic shot of some part of the Cabot Trail. Lobster shots figured prominently. Some of the lobsters wore tams at jaunty angles. Others played bagpipes or lounged on beach chairs or were winning big at the casino. No accounting for taste.


  I riffled through the postcards, which contained innocuous messages, written in uneven letters. I kept hunting. It would be just like Alvin to hide his documents behind a partly-dressed lobster.


  Nothing turned up. I tucked the postcards back in the drawer.


  I was hot and bothered by the time I located Alvin’s brown and gold Quebec medical insurance card along with his other IDin the inside pocket of that damned leather jacket. Alvin looked like a deranged raven in the photo.


  I grabbed theID, some underwear and socks in electrifying shades, a number of blackT-shirts, the blue-striped pyjamas, the toothbrush and Crest and stuffed them all into his kitbag. I decided to take the leather jacket in case it got cold in Sydney. I added a few basic art supplies, watercolour pencils and a notebook, to keep his mind occupied on the trip down East.


  I hesitated as I walked by The Stinker. Then I headed back into the bedroom, where I made Alvin’s bed. While straightening the sheets, I found one of his missing earrings. The others turned up under the bed. Alvin must have been spinning like a bad stock.


  I had a clear conscience by the time I locked the apartment door and slung the kit-bag over my shoulder. On the way out I noticed the row of mailboxes in the front foyer. A small key on Alvin’s key chain opened his mail slot.


  The mailbox contained the usual pizza delivery ads, an art magazine and a postcard of a lobster playing the fiddle. I turned the postcard over and found the same uneven letters and the same large unformed cursive signature. James Ferguson. Alvin would be happy to get it. I tucked the postcard into my purse. And that made me think again about the rest of the postcards in the drawer. Obviously they were from Jimmy Ferguson. Surely Alvin and his family would want them, no matter what.


  I hiked back up to the apartment, unlocked the door, raced to the bedroom and scooped out the postcards. It was obvious from their careful storage that they meant a lot to Alvin, so I thought it better not to squish them into the kit bag. I held on to them until I got back to the car and slipped them into my briefcase. I’d give them to him when the time was right.


  
    * * *
  


  My next stop was back in Ottawa on Elgin Street again, Ottawa Police Services Headquarters. I made my way to the second floor, Criminal Investigation Division. The guy at the desk knew me as Conn McCracken’s sister-in-law. Things had greatly improved since the previous year, when every cop on the force had been on my case, and I’d even been tossed out of the building.


  This time I waved my way through and headed over to Major Crimes.


  “You want me to buzz Lennie?”


  I smiled. “I’ll surprise him.”


  When I stuck my head in the door, Mombourquette raised his pointy nose, sniffed and narrowed his eyes. He knew when he was trapped.


  “Hey, Leonard,” I grinned. “Cat got your tail?”


  “Not a good time.”


  “I’m here now, and we both want me to go away soon.”


  “We sure do.”


  “Did you get my message?”


  “All of them, in fact.”


  “Only two. Don’t exaggerate, Leonard.”


  “Here’s the deal. I’ve got a cousin on the Cape Breton force. I made a call. So he gave this information to me. All right?”


  “Sure, Leonard.”


  “He did not give the information to you. Understand?”


  “Fine.”


  “Okay, Jimmy Ferguson has diminished capacity. You probably know that. He has never been away from home. He has serious medical problems, including petit mal seizures resulting from a brain injury. The family does not believe he can look after himself. He has simply disappeared.”


  “Yesterday.”


  “He never came home. They’ve checked the bus station and the airport, even though it’s highly unlikely he could manage to get himself a ticket.”


  “Maybe they underestimate him.” I could relate to that.


  “You want to let me finish? Or you know everything already?”


  “Okay, okay, keep going.”


  “They’ve got a media call out. He was seen by a number of neighbours making his usual rounds from one friend to another. Nothing out of the ordinary. He was also seen on the boardwalk overlooking the harbour, although he’s not supposed to be there. No one has seen him since.”


  “Maybe he became disoriented and got lost,” I said.


  Mombourquette shook his head. “I suggested that. My cousin set me straight. Apparently everyone knew this boy. It’s a close-knit community. The radio stations have been making announcements. Plenty of appeals to the public. They’ve searched the parks. Everywhere.”


  “Okay,” I said.


  “But Jimmy Ferguson has vanished off the face of the earth.”


  “Right next to the harbour,” I said.


  “That’s it. That’s the big worry.”


  “Could he swim?”


  “Wouldn’t matter if he had a seizure near the edge of the water. You can’t swim if you’re unconscious.”


  “What the hell are you doing to find out if that’s what happened, Leonard?”


  Six


  “Stop yelling at me.”


  I stared. “I’m not yelling at you, Leonard.”


  “Yes, you are.”


  “Okay. I didn’t mean to, and I apologize. Now where were we?”


  “We were in Sydney.”


  “What’s the name of your cousin on the Sydney force again?”


  “Let me repeat. I don’t want you calling up my contacts on other forces and giving them a hard time.”


  “I’d never do something like that.” I couldn’t help smiling, because Mombourquette was wearing a soft grey summer shirt and pants, and his whiskers twitched.


  “You do things like that all the time.”


  “Not this time. I have no intention of badgering anyone, but my father will ask me, and you know what Cape Bretoners are like about getting the names of peoples’ relatives. He’s eighty years old. Can’t you humour him?”


  “Your father’s in Scotland. How stupid do you think I am?”


  I really hated to let that one slip by. “He’s bound to call me, Leonard.”


  “I can’t stand this.”


  “There’s a way to make it stop.”


  “Okay, my cousin’s name is Ray Deveau.”


  “Thank you. Now was that so hard?”


  “He’s the nicest guy in the world, and I don’t want you bugging him. Understand?”


  Mombourquette’s cousin? Nicest guy in the world? Hardly. “Perfectly. What exactly did he say? Is Alvin overreacting?”


  “They’re convinced something serious happened to the kid. I told you, it’s not such a big place, and a lot of people saw Jimmy before he disappeared. He’s kind of a fixture. Anyway, people would call the police or try to help if he was in trouble.”


  “Maybe he got himself outside of Sydney. to of the other nearby towns. You sure they’ve looked everywhere for him?”


  “What kind of idiot question is that? They’re competent police officers. They don’t need you to tell them how to do their jobs.”


  “All right, I’m sorry. It’s an emotional kind of issue.”


  “So do you want to know what Ray Deveau thinks?”


  “Of course I want to know.”


  “It’s been over twenty-four hours. So one of two things. They figure if he’s in the area, he’s dead.”


  “But it’s summer. He could survive outside.”


  Mombourquette reached over and touched my arm.


  “It was eight degrees Celsius in Sydney overnight. Anyway, this boy won’t survive long on his own, no matter where.”


  “But...”


  “Like you said, it’s not good to disappear next to a harbour.”


  “Yeah, but you said the place was full of people. Tourists and musicians and all that. Wouldn’t they notice him?”


  “I haven’t been back since they built this boardwalk, but Ray told me there’s a section at the end where a person could drown unseen.”


  “Did they send down divers?”


  “Of course they sent down frigging divers. What is the matter with you? And they worked with the Coast Guard.”


  “Why don’t you want me to speak to this Deveau guy?”


  “I’ve been a cop for twenty-five years. I’ve been a detective working major crimes for twelve. Ray’s been on the force for, let me think, eighteen, twenty years. It’s his home town. So, sure, yeah, I think a word from you would probably clear the whole thing up. Show us dumb cops that we should have looked for him in his closet. Or maybe put out a missing persons bulletin in the local media. We should have turned to you first. Maybe you can clear up all our cases.”


  “No need to be sarcastic.”


  Mombourquette scurried away from his desk and passed me in the doorway. He said, “This reminds me, did I ever mention you really piss me off?”


  “You and everyone else. Don’t go thinking you’re special.”


  “Good-bye, Camilla.”


  “Wait a minute, you said, one of two things. What’s the other?”


  But Mombourquette had taken the cheese and skipped the trap.


  
    * * *
  


  The Ottawa River Parkway was clear sailing all the way home. It was quarter to four when I got back to Mrs. P’s. Alvin was in the bathroom. Mrs. Parnell seemed to feel he had improved.


  “But I don’t think we should tell him they’ve found no sign of his brother.” Mrs. Parnell kept her voice low.


  “He’s going to find out anyway. Better if he hears it from us.”


  “I don’t dispute that, Ms. MacPhee. But the point is that young Ferguson is coming out of a disturbed state. If he receives more bad news right now, it could send him back over the edge.”


  “But what can we do? We can only guess why he’s in this state, and we don’t know where his brother is. By the way, did my travel agent call back?”


  “Indeed she did, Ms. MacPhee. She’s tried everything. Unfortunately, they have not a single flight available into Sydney for the next week.”


  “Be serious. Did you play the compassion card?”


  “Naturally. And the poor old lady card too. Apparently they book up early for this time of year because of family reunions and people returning for holidays in addition to the booming tourist trade.”


  I shuddered, and not just because of the family reunion idea.


  Mrs. P. mashed a fresh cigarette into her holder and fixed me with a look. “I know what you are going to say, Ms. MacPhee, and I have beaten you to the draw. I did a detailed check on the travel sites, discounters, the airlines themselves, the works, and there’s not a seat to be had. Not a single seat. Not through Fredericton or Charlottetown or Halifax. Not through Boston. Not one. You will have to accept that.”


  “Oh, great. Now we’re in a pickle. He’s in no shape to spend a long trip on a train or a bus. We can’t keep him here. We can hardly grill the family over the phone about what might have led to this state, and Mombourquette warned me against contacting the Sydney cops. We’re more than a thousand miles away, and we can’t do diddly about it.”


  I knocked on the bathroom door and told Alvin I’d brought fresh clothing for him. The door opened a crack, and the kitbag was whisked inside.


  Mrs. Parnell heaved herself to her feet. “It is time for us to mobilize our forces,” she said.


  “If you’re thinking what I think you’re thinking, the answer is no,” I said. “Absolutely not.”


  
    * * *
  


  I figured Mombourquette was in his office. I left a message in his voice mail. “Come on, Leonard. This is serious business. What’s the second thing? Squeak up.”


  Of course, I knew in the pit of my stomach what the second thing was. I also knew that most likely the police would be taking a hard look at known and suspected pedophiles in the area.


  I heard the bathroom door open. I hung up and turned. Alvin looked a whole lot better. For one thing he’d changed into his clean black jeans, fresh black T-shirt and black leather jacket. He was wearing all his earrings. He moved to the leather sofa and patted Mrs. Parnell’s little calico cat.


  I saw no sign of hysteria. So far so good.


  “Good to see you looking like your old self, Alvin,” I said.


  I glanced over at Mrs. Parnell. She managed to look inscrutable behind a wall of Benson and Hedges exhaust.


  “I’m okay now.” Behind the cat’s-eye glasses, his eyes were clear and focused.


  Mrs. Parnell lifted one eyebrow. Lester and Pierre shrieked.


  “Are you sure?” It was tricky dealing with this new fragile Alvin. Threats, insults, all the conversational conventions that had defined our relationship when Alvin was the world’s worst office assistant were now inappropriate. I had no idea how to communicate.


  He said. “I must have been overtired.”


  Mrs. Parnell patted his hand. I couldn’t get used to her new role as a handpatter either. It was a world gone mad.


  “But you’re feeling better now?”


  “I’m fine. And I want to thank both of you for everything.”


  My jaw almost hit the ground.


  Mrs. Parnell said, “We’d do anything for you.”


  There were distinct limits to what I would do for Alvin, but it didn’t seem like the moment to mention that.


  “I really appreciate it. But you know I’d better get going now.”


  “Right,” I said.


  “I’ve got to get home. They need me. Thanks for packing up my things, Camilla. That makes a difference.”


  “You won’t be able to get a flight. Everything’s booked.”


  Alvin narrowed his slanty eyes at me.


  “Trust me,” I said.


  “Is this another one of your tricks, Camilla?”


  “What do you mean, another one of my tricks? Look, my travel agent struck out. And before you continue on, let me add that Mrs. Parnell has been on the web scouring every travel service possible, and she had no luck either. Apparently everyone who has any tie with Cape Breton has chosen to descend on the island this summer. The week around Canada Day is particularly popular for some reason.”


  “What about stand-by?”


  Mrs. Parnell glanced at me and shook her head warningly. I took a deep breath. “I have it on good authority the majority of flights are actually overbooked, and even ticketholders are likely to be bumped. Stand-bys are up the creek. If you want to wait until next week, that might be different.”


  Alvin stood up. “Next week is too late. I’ll take a bus or something.” He looked a bit wobbly as he headed back to the bathroom.


  I said. “Looks like Alvin’s okay.”


  “Don’t be fooled, Ms. MacPhee. This bounceback of young Ferguson’s will turn out to be purely temporary.”


  “He looks fine to me. It must have been the shock of Jimmy’s disappearance.”


  She jammed another B & H into her holder. “It won’t take much to push him into the abyss again.”


  “But he’s back to normal.”


  “If, as you suggest, the news from home is bad, I fear for him.”


  “Look, I’ll go down with him on the bus if we have to. I’ll see he gets some professional help.”


  Mrs. Parnell clutched my arm in her vicelike grip. “You must listen to me, Ms. MacPhee. I know boys. Whatever is behind this will turn out to be something almost too dreadful to imagine.”


  So what can you say to something like that? “Mrs. P., I think he’s come to grips with whatever it is, no matter how dreadful, and he’s doing the right thing by going home.”


  “You don’t send them back to the trenches when they’re in this state. That’s when you lose them forever.”


  She sure knew how to raise the stakes.


  “Come on,” I said, “think about all the trauma Alvin’s had since he’s worked for Justice from Victims. He dealt with those situations very well.”


  “Ms. MacPhee, this is different.”


  “So what are you saying? He won’t be safe at home?”


  “We must not throw young Ferguson to the wolves.”


  “I don’t think you need to worry. I’ll get him there. I’ve already left a message for clients that Justice for Victims will be closed for the next two weeks. I’ll drive him if I have to.”


  “Ms. MacPhee. I hear the call to duty. My decision’s made. It will be much better if I go along too.”
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  “Oh, Alvin,” I said, when he had emerged from the bathroom. “I almost forgot to mention I picked up your mail. You have a postcard from Jimmy, and maybe it has...”


  I wasn’t counting on his eyes losing focus and the strange humming moan he emitted.


  “Oh shit,” I said.


  That was lost on Alvin. He collapsed onto the carpet. I leapt to keep his temple from striking the metal and glass coffee table. “I was afraid this would happen,” Mrs. P. said. “It’s not necessary to say I told you so. I realize I should have waited,” I said when we had dragged and lifted Alvin back to his place on the leather sofa.


  By this time, Mrs. Parnell was perched on the edge of the leather chair, breathing deeply on a fresh Benson and Hedges. “I was not planning to say I told you so. Neither of us knows Alvin’s private demons, so we have no idea how to avoid arousing them.”


  “We know one thing: they involve Jimmy.”


  
    * * *
  


  “Don’t ask,” I said to P. J. when he called. “We have no option but to get Alvin home on the double.”


  “But that’s a crazy idea. This is Monday. The Bluesfest starts this Friday. Even if you left now, how could you drive to Sydney and back by then? You’re going to miss Blue Rodeo. And...” Rustling noises followed. “And a bunch of other really really good stuff. Really good. You’ll never get here in time.”


  “Unlike you, I already know who’s playing. But I have a situation to take care of, and I’m going to take care of it.”


  P. J. said, “I thought you were excited about Bluesfest.”


  “Let me remind you we are having a crisis.”


  “Yeah, but you want to go to Bluesfest, right?”


  “I can’t think about it at this minute.”


  “Yeah, but listen, Tiger...”


  “What is the matter with you? We have a terrible situation here with Alvin’s brother missing.”


  “What do you mean, Alvin’s brother’s missing? You never mentioned that.”


  “I’m sure I did. He may even be dead.”


  “You said you had to help Alvin get home. You didn’t mention his brother was missing. What kind of thing is that to hold back?”


  “Cool your jets. You’re not reporting a crime now. Alvin’s brother has disappeared.”


  “That’s bad.”


  “Yes, it is. The police in Cape Breton have done all they can to search for Jimmy.”


  “Jimmy. That’s the brother?”


  “Right.”


  “How old is he?”


  “He’s twenty-one.”


  “Get real. It happens all the time. The family goes off the deep end, then the guy turns up with a five-alarm hangover and lipstick on his underwear and can’t figure out what all the fuss is about.”


  “I wish that were the case here, P. J., but it’s not. Jimmy’s got some developmental problems.”


  “Oh. That’s different.”


  “I was hoping you’d done a piece on missing kids, and you might be able to tell me what to worry about or how to help the family.”


  “Maybe he was abducted. Kids like that are vulnerable.”


  “Exactly. So you can see why I’m not thinking about music right now.”


  “But we do have Clubhouse passes.”


  “I don’t want to hear it. I have to deal with this. Mrs. Parnell thinks Alvin might be shell-shocked. He keeps going into these trance states.”


  “Two hundred and fifty dollars each.”


  “It’s not like you paid for those passes.” I ignored the choking sound. “You won them, remember? And they’re in my name.”


  “Holy crap,” he said.


  “So I’ll let you know as soon as we get this thing under control. If all goes well, we can get back for Saturday or Sunday.”


  “I don’t know why you’re so grouchy.”


  “Who’s grouchy? Do you know anything about post-traumatic stress disorder?”


  “What I read in the paper.”


  “Don’t push me, P. J. What about missing kids? Do the cops do a good job in that area?”


  “Depends on what cops, I guess. The Mounties have a special section to deal with them. You want me to find out who to talk to?”


  “Sure. Got any contacts in the media in Sydney?”


  “No, but I can ask around. Lots of people from the East coast in this business. Plus I can chase down the missing kid angle for you.”


  “Great. But what I really need is for you to feed Mrs. Parnell’s birds and cat. And also to make sure they’re not left alone together. So the cat has to stay at my place.”


  “Feed the cat? And birds? Can’t the building super do it?”


  “Nope. He’s on vacation. The replacement’s run off his feet.”


  “I am too. Remember Nicholas Southern and the …”


  “Right. So I really appreciate you doing this for me. I’ll drop off the keys to Mrs. Parnell’s place and mine on our way out of town. You’ve got my cellphone number, but I’m sure we’ll be out of contact for much of the trip. Don’t worry about calling me, I’ll call you.”


  “Wait.”


  “Thanks, P. J. You’re a bud.”


  
    * * *
  


  “For the last time,” I said, “no way.”


  “It is simply not your decision, Ms. MacPhee.”


  “The hell it isn’t.”


  “If you don’t like it, stay here and attend to your business. I’ve got my marching orders.”


  “Look, Mrs. P., it is an eighteen to twenty hour drive to Sydney. We are not going to drive in your twenty-five year old car, and that’s that.”


  “Nonsense. My garageman tells me he’s got the old girl purring like a kitten today.”


  “Yeah right. So maybe he’ll volunteer to drive it then.”


  “Have faith, Ms. MacPhee.”


  “Really? And what happens if Alvin has an episode in the middle of nowhere, and the car breaks down?”


  “We will find a way.”


  I’d already exhausted my opinions on the notion of Mrs. Parnell pelting across country in the ancient LTD with Alvin as a ticking time bomb in the passenger seat and me snarling in the back seat. It reinforced what I already knew. The woman could be unbelievably stubborn.


  “I have a better idea,” I said.


  “What is it?”


  I took a deep breath. “The Buick.”


  “You’ll get no argument from me,” she said. “I’m packed, and you’ve got young Ferguson’s kit-bag ready.”


  At least she could have put up the semblance of a fight.


  “Fine,” I said. “Can you arrange hotel reservations? I have a few urgent things to take care of.” That was code for doing a bit of laundry, washing my hair, picking up some cash, figuring out which files couldn’t wait until I got back and throwing my toothbrush into a satchel.


  “I’m on the job,” she said.


  “The sooner we leave, the sooner we get back. Let’s get cracking.”


  “Now?”


  “Two hours to get ready and drop the keys to P. J. and to let the traffic on the Queensway clear up.”


  “Excellent.”


  “And, one more thing.”


  “Name it, Ms. MacPhee.”


  “I am absolutely the only driver.”


  “Victory will be ours,” she said, “however long and hard the road may be.”
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  The trip to Sydney had shades of the lost weekend about it, without the light-hearted fun.


  I felt a twinge about commandeering the Buick, but I believed Stan would understand it was almost a matter of life and death. If he didn’t, Edwina would make it clear to him. The plan was to drive straight down to Sydney, deposit Alvin, assure his well-being, get him an appointment with an appropriate therapist and then turbo straight back home to normal life. I would be the only person to touch the steering wheel, so what could go wrong?


  We clipped along the 417 toward Montreal, making excellent time, slowing briefly to join the Friday night crawl across the top of the city on Boulevard Metropolitain. From the soft snores coming from the passenger seat, I figured Mrs. P. was dozing. Alvin lay limply in the back seat. I hoped he was asleep, for his own sake. As for me, I tried not to think what could have happened to a boy like Jimmy, last seen standing by the harbour. Except for stops every two hours for coffee and bathroom breaks, the Buick shot through the hot summer night. It gave new meaning to the word boring. You don’t hear a slogan that says “See Canada by Dark”, and for good reason. I kept busy hoping we weren’t heading straight towards a funeral.


  At around four in the morning, I pulled into an all-night gas station outside Edmunston, New Brunswick, and prepared to limp stiffly to the ladies room. Mrs. Parnell headed in first. Rank has its privileges. Alvin teetered to the men’s. I offered to pick up the refreshments.


  When I got back to the car with a Coke for Alvin and coffee for Mrs. Parnell and me, I found she had managed to get herself into the driver’s seat. She proved impossible to dislodge, even when I put down the coffee and gave it a real good try.


  Sometimes we have to yield to a higher power.


  “Let’s see what this baby will do,” Mrs. Parnell said.


  Alvin perked up in the back seat.


  “Pedal to the metal, Violet,” he said.


  Normally, I would have bitten his head off, but I was glad to see him looking like himself. I hung on.


  As it turned out, the Buick could get up to one-fifty without so much as a shimmy. I told myself Stan had it coming after all the times he’d put fake dog poop in my briefcase before important court appearances. On the other hand, I didn’t feel entirely ready to die. It took a certain threat level in my voice to get slowed down to well over the limit.


  “And don’t encourage her,” I said to Alvin. “We need to be alive to help your family.”


  “Ms. MacPhee, cut the boy some slack.”


  “Slow down, or the only cutting will be with the jaws of life.”


  “Lovely machine, this. Reminds me of the good old days.”


  “Watch the road, Mrs. P.”


  “Personally, I would prefer something with a bit more horsepower.”


  Mrs. Parnell had the cruise control set at one-forty, and I had a hard time keeping my eyes off the speedometer. Alvin was leaning forward, asking excited questions about World War II.


  “Mrs. P., I know we agreed to drive right through, but it’s better if we take shifts.”


  “That’s what we’re doing. You had your shift and now it’s mine.”


  “Yes, well.”


  “Close your eyes, Ms. MacPhee.”


  “Why don’t you pull off at the next rest stop, and I’ll get in the back. You two can enjoy war talk, and I’ll get some sleep, then take over driving again.”


  “Superb idea, Ms. MacPhee. Why wait? I’ll pull off right here.”


  Highway act. Schmighway act. Mrs. Parnell is above all that mundane stuff. I had to admit the Buick had great braking capacity. I settled in the back seat and positioned myself to keep an eye on them.


  “Dear boy,” Mrs. Parnell said, “we can relax now.”


  They could chatter on about Dunkirk and Dieppe. I was in charge of worrying about what we’d find when we got to Sydney. And what the hell we were getting Alvin into.


  
    * * *
  


  I opened my eyes to a thunderous roll.


  “Keep your heads covered.” I dived for the floor of the Buick.


  Alvin said, “It’s just music, Camilla. Shostakovich is the dude to set the mood.”


  I stared out the window, stunned by the sight of a Nova Scotia road sign. “What happened to New Brunswick?”


  “You slept through it. And you snored,” Alvin said. “I’d get something done about that if I were you.”


  “I slept through an entire province?”


  “One and a half. New Brunswick and now a chunk of Nova Scotia,” Mrs. Parnell said. “You must have been exhausted.”


  “I wonder why that would be. But I’m awake now. So I guess it’s time to stop and switch drivers.”


  “No point, Ms. MacPhee. We’ve broken the back of the journey. We’re almost to Cape Breton. One final push over the hills.”


  “Wait a minute,” I said. “Did you two put something in my coffee?”


  “You wound me, Ms. MacPhee.”


  “Every minute counts,” Alvin said. “Look Violet, the Canso Causeway.”


  “Be sensible. You shouldn’t drive all those hours straight.”


  “Au contraire, it’s a wonderful idea. Reminds me of the war.” I knew what she meant.


  
    * * *
  


  We arrived at the Ferguson home less than five minutes after the Buick shot past the Sydney city limits sign. Mrs. P. and Alvin were elated. I was thirsty after too many bags of pretzels and irritable from seeing my life flash by on the 105 through Cape Breton. The black clouds gathering overhead fit my mood.


  Alvin’s family knew we were coming thanks to the miracle of my cellphone. As we pulled up to the Ferguson home, several people exploded out of the front door. For added drama, the neighbours appeared on their front porches and applauded. I spotted Donald Donnie MacDonald and Loretta waving. I gripped Alvin’s elbow and propelled him forward. I felt him wobbling. “Pull yourself together, Alvin.”


  Alvin kept his mouth shut, which I thought might be a good thing. On the other hand, Alvin’s mouth had been shut for the entire last leg of the trip, and that was anything but normal. I wondered whether he was slipping. I didn’t want to try to explain that to his mother.


  The four people who had stampeded from the house stopped and stood on the lawn, composed like a formal portrait. Every one of them was handsome enough to make you blink. A man and two youngish women, all of them obviously carrying the genes of a tall silver-haired woman. I pegged her on the high side of sixty with the kind of features and carriage that could make Lauren Bacall chew her nails in envy. The younger women flanked her. Their hands hovered at her elbows.


  A least a half-dozen small children darted in and out. There were those genes again. Slightly slanted sooty-blue eyes, dark eyelashes, crisp chins and cheekbones you could cut bread with, plus the unfair advantage of glowing ivory skin against nearly black hair.


  I tried to figure who was who. Tracy was easy. I recognized her voice. The woman closer to my age must have been Frances Ann. Frances Ann had a bunch of kids and was some kind of health administrator.


  The only man in the group stepped forward and spoke. “Do you always have to think of yourself, Allie?”


  Mary Frances said, “Knock it off, Vince.”


  I looked around. No one else seemed to find this in the least bit unusual. Alvin’s earrings jingled. “I’m so sorry,” he said.


  Vince said, “We’re all sorry. So don’t start with the bullshit.”


  I stepped forward in case Alvin landed in a heap on the grass, but he braced himself. “Camilla, meet my brother, Vince.”


  The deep blue eyes narrowed.


  Ever since Alvin got pneumonia in my service, my name has been mud with the Ferguson clan. It wasn’t enough they had shot my phone bill into the next galaxy for the last twenty-six months, but they got to pretend I was the bad guy too.


  I gave Vince my best bonecrushing shake before he could whip his hand safely behind his back. “Glad to meet you.”


  Vince kept his mouth shut. “Ma,” Alvin bleated.


  Mrs. Ferguson opened her arms and Alvin fell into them. The rest of the gang surrounded them protectively. Except for Vince.


  Alvin was hugged and kissed and patted. Three beautiful women cried. Alvin blew his nose.


  “You have to meet Violet,” he said.


  I guess everyone had heard good things about Mrs. Parnell. They did everything but bear her on their shoulders into the house. When the front door slammed behind them, I found myself standing alone on the lawn as the clouds burst. Donald Donnie and Loretta lit cigarettes and watched with interest. I nodded grimly when they gave me the thumbs up.


  Tracy must have taken pity on me. She stuck her head out the door and said, “Ms. MacPhee? Would you like to come in and have a cup of tea with us?”


  
    * * *
  


  The Ferguson home was large, airy and smelled like fresh bread and cinnamon. The three-story house, probably built before the nineteen twenties, sat on a tree-lined street with a wide sidewalk on one side and a park on the other. It featured a bit of gingerbread trim, a neat lawn, a few dozen Siberian irises, plus a porch swing.


  The entrance way was soothing faded blue, last painted who knew when. A row of hooks held the rain gear neatly in the hallway, and the well-placed water-colours on the wall spoke of organization. On the telephone table sat three Daily Missals in a stack. I saw nothing to indicate that Alvin’s unique temperament had been nurtured within these walls.


  We were herded into the living room, where Alvin remained the centre of attention. “Come on in, Allie.”


  “Sit here, Allie.”


  “You want something to eat, Allie?”


  “Can I try on your earring, Uncle Allie?”


  So much for Mrs. P.’s notion that the family was the source of his problems.


  It took less than a minute for a giant earthenware pot of tea and a plate of shortbread cookies to appear. Alvin got freshly sliced homemade white bread and butter. Of course, the anxiety about Jimmy was reflected in the frenetic movements, the race to grab the telephone at every ring, the outbursts of tears, and the hushed conversations with other Fergusons who were out combing the hills for Jimmy. I couldn’t miss the muted hostility toward me, but I felt this would be a pleasant place, as a rule.


  I guess if you have seven kids and twice as many grandchildren, you’d need two sofas and four large comfortable arm chairs. Books and magazines occupied most surfaces. I spotted an entire collection of P. G. Wodehouse in tattered orange covers and shelves of green-backed Penguins. Plus hardcover novels by Alistair MacLeod, Linden MacIntyre, Lynn Coady and Ann-Marie MacDonald. Giller stickers glistened on book jackets.


  The graduation pictures took pride of place over the sofa. High school, university, grad school too, judging by the variety of gowns. Vince made it three times, including one that must have been a Ph.D.


  Alvin didn’t eat his fresh bread.


  Small children raced up and down the stairs and past the adults calling “Uncle Allie watch me! No, watch me.”


  They all looked so much alike, I doubted even their parents could tell them apart. The dog, Gussie, chased after them, barking. Every now and then someone shouted at Brianna, Ashley, Dylan, Cayla or Brittany, “Cut that out right now. Yes, you.” I resolved not to remember the children or their names.


  Tracy spoke non-stop to Alvin, her small hands moving in a blur. Like his mother, Alvin stared without speaking out the window at the dark, wet street as if expecting Jimmy to appear from behind a shrub.


  Vince didn’t say a word. No one else made eye contact with me. That was fine.


  Someone pressed a plate of cinnamon buns towards Alvin. He didn’t seem to notice them. I ate a couple to be polite then stepped across the room to check out the cluster of First Communion pictures artfully arranged on the top of the upright piano.


  I spotted Alvin before his ponytail and earring phase, a scrawny child with a face full of apprehension, wearing dress pants that stopped above his ankles. Frances Ann and Tracy looked like miniature versions of themselves in fluffy white veils, gleaming ankle-length dresses and tiny gloves. The others were recognizable too. Vince’s broad grin showed off his missing front teeth.


  Jimmy’s picture sat in front of the others, a palm frond attached to its frame. A smiling priest stood with his hand on the boy’s shoulder. Every few minutes, someone’s eyes would light on that photo, then look away. Jimmy’s absence hung like a fog, draping everything in grey.


  
    * * *
  


  All I needed was a hotel with a nice shower and a meal without company. I managed to catch Mrs. Parnell’s eye and hiss in her ear. “Where are we staying? I need to shower and change.”


  “Encountered some obstacles, Ms. MacPhee.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “A bit of a stumbling block in securing hotel accommodation.”


  “What?”


  “Didn’t want to dwell on it before we left, in case it slowed down our departure.”


  “But you said you would make arrangements. We can’t sleep in the Buick again.”


  “Best of intentions.”


  “How hard can it be?”


  No one paid any attention to me as I stepped into the hall. The Ferguson telephone was kept free for calls about Jimmy, so I used my cellphone and blew an hour working my way through the phone book. To hear the responses, they were stacking the tourists three deep in the hallways of every hotel, tourist home and B & B on the island.


  Sometime during my search, Gussie, a large, shaggy dog of uncertain breed, had discovered me and laid his or her chin on my knee. That would have been heartwarming, except someone must have been feeding him or her beans.


  Mrs. Parnell slipped up behind me. She’s the only person in the world who can be stealthy using two canes.


  “It looks like we’re stuck with the Fergusons for a while,” I whispered.


  “Step outside, Ms. MacPhee.”


  I followed her out to the porch. Mrs. Parnell flashed her lighter and fired up a Benson and Hedges.


  “Non-smoking household,” she said, her tone tinged with disapproval.


  “I can think of worse things. Anyway, I’m glad we got him here.”


  “If you say so.”


  “He’s fine. Not curled in a ball and not hallucinating. Although I noticed a strange undercurrent with the brother.”


  “Most disturbing.”


  “The rest of them are obviously fond of him. They’re going to look after him.”


  “Don’t count on it, Ms. MacPhee.”


  “They seem like an exceptional family, even if they don’t pay for their own phone calls. Pretty cheap, considering they must have at least fourteen university degrees among them.”


  “That’s not the point. Young Ferguson’s family is going through the same trauma he is. They’re not in any position to help him. Do you remember what I said about the source of his trouble?”


  “I can’t believe it’s the family.”


  “Regardless, Ms. MacPhee, we are the only comrades he can count on. United we stand. Divided we fall.”


  I didn’t like the way this was going. My plan was to head back to Ottawa as soon as possible, and Mrs. Parnell was well aware of it.


  I thought about Vince and his reaction to Alvin. Maybe Mrs. Parnell was right. Something was going on that we didn’t know about. I couldn’t abandon him.


  “Okay, fine. Time for a plan.”


  “I already have one,” Mrs. Parnell said.


  “Why am I not surprised?”


  “Mock not, Ms. MacPhee.”


  “I wouldn’t think of it. I’ll work on Jimmy’s disappearance. And I’ll do my best to figure out how to help Alvin. The family won’t be the ideal place for unbiased information. But I’ll nose around. What’s your plan?”


  “We’re of the same mind, then. I’ll get to know the neighbours,” she said, blowing a few fine smoke rings in their direction. “They look like they’re ready to talk.”


  I glanced next door. “They’re ready to talk all right. That’s Donald Donnie MacDonald and Loretta. I’d better head over and say hello, if I know what’s good for me.”


  
    * * *
  


  Tracy picked that moment to beckon me into the kitchen. Mrs. Parnell stayed outside to finish her cigarette.


  “Poor Allie,” Tracy said.


  Vince leaned back against the fifties-style cream-painted kitchen cupboards and folded his arms across his chest.


  “Yes. It’s good that’s he’s back here where you can all support each other,” I said to Vince.


  Vince stared at his feet. Tracy bit her lip.


  “It’s the worst thing that could have happened,” Vince said.


  “I know it’s awful, and Alvin’s in rough shape, but he can help in the search. He’s very talented that way,” I said. “And we can help too.”


  “Having Allie back is a disaster,” Vince said. “The only thing you could do to help is to keep him out of the way so the rest of us can get something done.”


  “What?” I’m lucky I didn’t bruise my jaw when it dropped.


  Vince curled his lip.


  Tracy said, “Well, it wasn’t a good idea to bring Allie home. He’s never been too, what would you say, Vince, sensible?”


  “Stable,” Vince said. “Or intelligent.”


  Tracy’s hands kept moving. From her hair to her T-shirt to the chair and back to her hair. Sometimes they hovered like moths. “He’s especially unstable when it comes to Jimmy. He’ll flip out. He’ll get Ma in a state. Since you insisted on bringing him back without consulting us, now we have to deal with it.”


  When I got my breath back I said, “What do you mean since I insisted on bringing him back?”


  Vince cut me off. “You called from Ottawa to say you were bringing him home, you hung up, you called again from ten miles out of town and then you showed up with him. What do you call that if not bringing him back?”


  “But he wanted to come home. Have you ever tried to stop Alvin from doing something he wanted to do?”


  “Even so,” Tracy said, adjusting her flower earrings. “It’s the worst thing in the world for him.”


  “It’s an unmitigated disaster,” Vince said. “He’ll go right over the edge when we need to keep our minds on Jimmy.”


  “Hang on a minute. Let’s see if I understand. You called me and insisted that I find Alvin and tell him what had happened. I did that, and now it’s a disaster,.” I said.


  “Well, we had to let him know. But he always flips out if it’s something with Jimmy, and that’s a problem for everyone,” Tracy said.


  “Alvin has always been level-headed in his own peculiar way, right up until he heard Jimmy was missing. Mrs. Parnell and I think he’s been traumatized in some way. Sorry it’s not convenient for you to hear this. But you have not one but two younger brothers, and since you know Alvin goes over the edge, I have to ask if you ever got psychological help for him.”


  “Bullshit,” Vince said. “He can get his act together like anybody else. We’re run off our feet looking for Jimmy, and we don’t need to be babysitting him.”


  Whatever that turkey did his doctorate in, I figured it wasn’t psychology.


  Mrs. Parnell loomed into the doorway and cleared her throat. She gave me a look that said I told you so. By now, I’d figured she was right on the money. This whacko family had to be the source of Alvin’s problems.


  
    * * *
  


  Even though they couldn’t stand me, I could not be allowed to go to a hotel. Or a B & B. Or a guesthouse. Even if space had been available. No sir. You come to Sydney with a Ferguson, no matter how inconsiderate your visit, no matter how inappropriate your behaviour, no matter how unwelcome your presence, you will be staying in the Ferguson home. Black fog of resentment or not. They made that clear.


  I blanched as this sank in. What if I ended up with Frances Ann and all those kids? Or one of the others who kept coming and going but whose names I couldn’t even remember. Tracy had a small apartment somewhere on George Street. But Tracy’s place was already full of volunteer searchers.


  “Of course, you have to stay here with Ma and Alvin.”


  I said, “You have enough on your plate with everything that’s going on.”


  “Don’t be silly,” Frances Ann said. “Ma is glad to have you. Especially with Allie here.”


  Considering the number of times I’d refused collect calls from her in the course of the past two years, I doubted Ma Ferguson was at all glad. But apparently, the entire Ferguson family had the same ability to withstand facts as Alvin did.


  Vince laid down the law. “And it will be good for Allie.”


  I hadn’t thought that things being good for Alvin would even interest Vince. “I wouldn’t be so sure. We’re not always on the same wavelength. But it would be good for him to have Mrs. Parnell here. She has a way with him.”


  Mrs. Parnell chose that moment to teeter into the kitchen. She flashed me a poisonous look. Perhaps because she was passing right under a prominent No Smoking sign. Alvin loped behind her.


  “Thank you very much, young man,” she said to Vince in tones reminiscent of McArthur in his finest hour. “But I wouldn’t think of being a burden.”


  “You would not be a burden,” Vince said.


  “No, you wouldn’t,” said Tracy. “We’d love to have you here.”


  “We won’t hear of you going elsewhere,” Frances Ann said.


  I thought smoke would pour out Mrs. Parnell’s ears, but Alvin spoke up. “Violet can’t handle the stairs here. She’d be better off next door with Loretta and Donald Donnie. You’ll like them, Violet. The three of you can sit up all night and smoke like forest fires.”


  “Really?” said Mrs. Parnell. “That sounds most satisfactory.”


  “Loretta and Donald Donnie? Ma won’t like that.” Tracy said.


  “Have you lost your mind, Allie?” Frances Ann slapped a dish towel on the counter.


  “I told you so,” Vince said.


  I was proud of Alvin. He paid no attention. “And they have a spare bed on the main floor, so you won’t have stairs, Violet.”


  Mrs. Parnell smiled fondly at Alvin.


  “Plus, they keep the liquor cabinet full,” Alvin said.


  “You’re always so thoughtful, dear boy.”


  “Let’s go, Violet. I’ll introduce you.”


  “Wait a minute. They’re my relatives.” I wanted to scream “Don’t leave me here with these people.” But the door had already slammed behind them as they thumped down the front steps. At the bottom, Alvin paused briefly to flick Mrs. P.’s lighter for her.


  I watched them head next door, Mrs. Parnell lurching with her two canes and Alvin loping his lope. Only the set of Alvin’s shoulders gave a clue that things were not as they should be.


  “See what I mean?” Vince said to Frances Ann.


  “Typical,” she said.


  I’d had enough. “Well, that’s great. I’m glad Mrs. Parnell will be among like-minded people. I’ll head over too.”


  “No.” Mrs. Ferguson had a tightness around the mouth which I assumed resulted from the Donald Donnie and Loretta switcheroo. “You will stay here. No one can say Fergusons don’t do the right thing.”


  I tried one last tactic. “Do you have enough room?”


  “Seven kids grew up here. Only Vince and me now. And Jimmy, of course. You can take your choice of places to sleep.”


  I know when I’m beaten.


  Tracy chirped. “Take my old room. It has the best bed.”


  I caved. I needed a bath and a snooze so badly at that point, I would have stepped cheerfully into the grizzly section of the zoo, which was a pretty good comparison. But I couldn’t see myself relaxing until I had a few answers. Creature comforts would have to wait. I knew where the answers would be.


  Nine


  Somehow after the tensions at the Château Ferguson, a wall of second-hand smoke would be a small price to pay to relax. Loretta and Donald Donnie didn’t have a swarm of family photos on every wall. But then they’d never had children, or even pets, and they were no beauties themselves. They were somewhere in the gray zone between seventy-five and eighty. Loretta had a few too many teeth and red hair that would be startling on a twenty-year old. It had a surprising tendency to rise straight up. Donald Donnie didn’t have any hair but kept his scalp nicely polished. They seemed to favour TV Guide over the current Giller winners and things that came out of packages instead of out of ovens. They sure liked company. Gussie followed me over, wagged his or her tail, and managed to get stuck in the door.


  “Let Gussie in, though I have to tell you, that dog farts something awful,” Loretta said, slipping Gussie a few pretzels.


  “We’ve been having the most interesting conversations,” Mrs. Parnell said, lighting up.


  “I bet,” I said.


  “Took her long enough to get over here, didn’t it, Dad?” Loretta said, giving me an arched red eyebrow.


  “Indeed it did.”


  “I would have preferred to be here earlier, trust me. What have you done with Alvin?”


  “He’s tucked in upstairs, resting quietly,” Mrs. Parnell said. “We’ll let him be.”


  “I suppose they had you in a headlock. Filling you full of their opinions about poor Allie. If you’d any brains, you’d of jumped out of the window and run for it.”


  “She’s here now, Mum. So, girl. Feel like a slug of something before dinner?” Donald Donnie said.


  “I’m okay, thanks. I need to be able to think straight.”


  “All right, if you think that will help.” Loretta found this almost as hilarious as Donald Donnie did. Even Mrs. Parnell flashed an evil grin.


  “You doing all right next door?” Loretta deposited a large blue plastic bowl of salt and vinegar potato chips within easy reach.


  “They’re very kind,” I said, lying through my teeth. It didn’t seem right to trash the Fergusons when they were giving me a room, even though it came with a high psychological price.


  “I never knew them to be kind, did you, Dad?”


  “Indeed, I never did, Mum. Are you sure about that?”


  “Smart as whips, the lot of them. But kind? That’s a new one.”


  That’s where you get when you try a harmless social lie. Caught up in a web of deceit.


  “How are they being kind? Exactly?” Loretta said.


  “You know, offering food and everything.” I now needed to change the subject and fast.


  Donald Donnie was shaking his head. “Kind. Isn’t that amazing. Must be the shock of Jimmy being missing.”


  “You know, I think it is.” I helped myself to a hefty mouthful of chips so I wouldn’t have to invent details of the Fergusons’ alleged kindness.


  “Loretta and Donald Donnie have lived here for thirty-five years. Did you know that, Camilla?”


  I pointed at my mouth and raised my eyebrows to indicate interest. I wished I was home in Ottawa, where I could be rude to strangers without the worry that they could retaliate and squeal to my father.


  “They watched all those children grow up.” Mrs. Parnell looked from one to the other and raised her glass. Donald Donnie was splashing Harvey’s Bristol Cream into it.


  “Yes, we did,” Loretta said. “Didn’t we, Dad?”


  “Indeed, Mum.”


  I had managed to swallow by this time. “You know, Alvin is distraught over Jimmy. We are really worried about him.”


  “You should be. He’s the best of the whole lot. Isn’t he, Dad?”


  “You know he is.”


  This was good news. Here we had a double-barrelled source of information that wasn’t too crazy about the Fergusons and had a soft spot for Alvin. And they were related to me, however distantly, so they might cut me some slack.


  “You know I think I will have a splash of something after all,” I said. “Rum and coke if you have it.”


  Donald Donnie moved with lightning speed to fill that order. “You’ll not have had one of those next door. Dry as a Sunday sermon.”


  “Now, Dad, remember the time of it she had with the husband.”


  “Twenty years he’s been gone, Mum. Surely to God she could have a drink in the house.”


  “Alvin is really cut up about this. We can’t leave him without knowing what’s wrong. I bet the two of you could give me some helpful insights,” I said firmly.


  Mrs. Parnell interjected. “Loretta and Donald Donnie tell me that Alvin was deeply affected by Jimmy’s accident, as we suspected.”


  “Never had an easy life, that boy. Not since that day,” Loretta said, squinting as she lit a cigarette. “Has he, Dad?”


  “Indeed he hasn’t.”


  “We haven’t felt comfortable asking him about what happened, because he gets emotional,” I said.


  “Well, he would, wouldn’t he?”


  “I didn’t want to ask Mrs. Ferguson, either because she’s quite distraught. Perhaps I should speak to Vince when he’s got a minute.”


  “You could, I suppose, dear. But Vince can be a bit of a, what would you say, Dad, about Vince?”


  “Indeed, I’d say a gold-plated pain in the arse, Mum. At his best.”


  “I’ll drink to that.” I gasped for air at the first sip. If he’d put any coke in that rum, I couldn’t taste it.


  “Dad likes to say what’s on his mind, don’t you, Dad?”


  “They remember the accident quite clearly,” Mrs. Parnell said meaningfully. “I think Loretta and Donald Donnie should tell you all about it. You’ll find it most interesting.”


  “I’ll bet,” I said, when I’d caught my breath after the solid kick of the rum.


  “It was terrible,” Loretta said. “More than terrible.”


  “Must be what, fifteen years?”


  “Sixteen. And I remember it like it was yesterday. Well, poor little Allie, he was hysterical, wasn’t he, Dad? He came running up the hill screaming like a banshee and bawling his eyes out. He banged on the door for Vincent to come and help. But, of course, Vincent wasn’t home, was he?”


  “And neither was the mother. Out shopping. Leaving those kids alone.”


  “You mean, no one was looking after them?”


  “Well, they’d never admit it, that bunch with their noses in the air. But Vincent wasn’t where he was supposed to be, was he, Mum?”


  “No, he was not. I don’t give a Jesus what they say. And that Frances Ann was late getting home herself. The three little kids were on their own. But that didn’t stop them from blaming Allie. He couldn’t have been more than seven years old. It wasn’t his fault. Boys will be boys, and anyone who has a brain in their head knows they need an adult.”


  “So Alvin and Jimmy were alone?”


  “And Tracy. She was playing in her room all along.”


  “And the boys went to the park.”


  “To feed the ducks.”


  “And something happened? Do you know what?”


  “We’ll never know, will we, Mum?”


  “You mean Alvin didn’t say how the accident happened?”


  “The poor little thing was screaming ‘Help my brother, he’s hurt, he’s hurt.’ Dad and I came out to see what was going on, then he led us to where Jimmy was with his darling little face right in that dirty water, and Dad pulled him right out and gave him mouth to mouth, and I took off like a shot back here and called for the ambulance. It saved his life, I guess, but he’d been in the water a bit too long, and we weren’t fast enough to save him from brain damage.”


  “No, we were not, Mum. Don’t you start crying over that, either. We did what we could.”


  “Your prompt action saved the day,” Mrs. Parnell said. “Wouldn’t you agree, Ms. MacPhee.”


  “Thank God you were here, or he would have died.”


  “Indeed, surrounded by ducks. Imagine that.”


  “And what did Alvin say happened?”


  “He didn’t, did he, Mum?”


  “No, he did not. He never said a blessed word.”


  Mrs. Parnell gave me an I-told-you-so look.


  “He didn’t talk about it?”


  “Not a peep.”


  “But people must have asked. His family must have wanted to know.”


  “Oh, they wanted to know all right,” Donald Donnie said.


  “Indeed. They blamed him. They said he shouldn’t have taken Jimmy to the pond. They even punished him, didn’t they, Dad.”


  “But he never said what happened?”


  “He couldn’t remember. Poor little thing was not himself. Not that anybody noticed because they were all for Jimmy. It was a long time before Jimmy got out of the hospital, and they all saying novenas and Stations of the Cross and lighting candles and all that, but the fact is they had this other child, and anyone could see he was hurting, couldn’t they, Dad?”


  “Indeed they could.”


  “Dad told her that too. Right to her face.”


  “Indeed I did. I told her not to blame that boy, because those three kids were home without proper supervision.”


  “I imagine she didn’t take it all that well.”


  “You’re right, girl. Things were never the same between our two houses after that. But it was the truth, and it had to be said. Of course, she couldn’t say anything about that to anyone. After all, Dad saved Jimmy’s life. But she kept Allie from seeing us, and that was punishment for us. And he used to be here all the time before that. It punished him too. I think he needed to talk, don’t you, Dad?”


  “Indeed, I do.”


  “We never had kids, and we were crazy for those little boys.”


  “Young Ferguson seems on good terms with you,” Mrs. Parnell said.


  “He is that. A regular here when he’s in town, which isn’t often enough. Once he was a teenager, he started to visit on his own. Of course, he’d come to the back door.”


  “Yes, he did. And we were right glad of it. But he never talked about the accident. Didn’t want us to talk about it either, did he, Mum?”


  “He did not. And we respected that.”


  Mrs. Parnell blew smoke rings and nodded. I took a spine-stiffening sip of my drink. I was thinking about what a hellish time Alvin had growing up.


  Somehow in the course of the next hour, the combination of the rum and coke, the twenty-hour drive, the lack of regular sleep and the worry about Jimmy and Alvin took its toll.


  Alvin was conked out upstairs. Mrs. Parnell and Donald Donnie had switched to recounting the glory days of the Canadian army’s march through Italy. For some reason, Loretta was encouraging them.


  Gussie and I stumbled back to the Fergusons.


  
    * * *
  


  Through the back door, I spotted Vince and Tracy busy in the kitchen doing something organizational. I headed around to the front. Frances Ann, more children than I remembered, and some people who had to be Fergusons I hadn’t met yet spilled out onto the front porch. Emotions were running high. I didn’t feel like running that particular gauntlet for the dubious pleasure of crashing in Tracy’s former bed before it was dark.


  “Walk time, Gussie,” I said.


  It was early enough to find plenty of people in the park, kids playing, old people sitting on benches, people strolling through swinging shopping bags. Ducks and feathers everywhere. I couldn’t imagine how anything bad could happen to Jimmy there. For one thing, the brackish water looked far too shallow. For another, the kids would never have been out of sight of the large old houses that bordered all sides of the park. I wondered if we’d ever get to the bottom of that old tragedy.


  It had been quite a while since I’d been in Sydney, but I remembered the way to the waterfront. Ten minutes later, Gussie and I had crossed the Esplanade, passed behind the fire station and were standing on the end of the boardwalk behind the small playground. My hair was whipped by the wind. I wasn’t sure if dogs were allowed, but I was prepared to argue the point with anyone who objected.


  Short, sharp waves lashed the stone breakwater that formed the underpinnings of the boardwalk. Gussie sniffed around and whined.


  We walked along the boardwalk the way Jimmy might have but didn’t find much company. Up the hill was a line of hotels, every goddam unit sold out. Someone must have seen something. Perhaps something they didn’t realize was important. Something to ask Ray Deveau about when I met him. Had the police talked to the people in the hotels?


  I gazed down into the harbour. How deep? Deep, I remembered that, but the rock base projected out a bit. Could Jimmy have found himself in that water, struggling, unseen, unheard until he died alone and sank into the depths of the harbour?


  I didn’t find any answers on the boardwalk. I knew one thing: the police,RCMP, media and hundreds of searchers hadn’t turned up Jimmy dead or alive. I was an exhausted, virtual stranger in this town without much to contribute. But I could make a difference for Alvin.


  
    * * *
  


  P. J. picked up his cell.


  “It’s about time,” he said. “I thought you’d become another tragic statistic on our highways.”


  “Don’t start.”


  “Where are you?”


  “In Sydney.”


  “Hey, Tiger, if you get on the road now, you could be back for Blue Rodeo.”


  “Not a chance, P. J.”


  “Okay, start tomorrow. Saturday will be great. We can have the day on the site and catch John Hammond and George Thorogood.”


  “Nice. You’ve been studying. But listen, I need something from you. Can you get any information about an accident that happened in Sydney fifteen years ago?”


  “You must be kidding.”


  “Mrs. Parnell and I think it’s the key to what’s the matter with Alvin. Anything I can find out that would shed light on it would help. Even an intro to somebody here in the media.”


  “You already asked me. I came up empty.”


  “Try again, can you. Anything at all.”


  “But you’re in Sydney.”


  “Right. And you can’t imagine how useless that is. Work on it, okay, P. J.? In between the political thing, of course.”


  I found the number of the Cape Breton Regional police and started to track down Mombourquette’s cousin. Ray Deveau apparently didn’t feel he had to work nights. I didn’t leave a message. Wouldn’t want to ruin the surprise value when I caught up with him.


  Gussie and I tramped the streets until I figured it was safe to take a bath and hit the sack without running into any more Fergusons.


  
    * * *
  


  Sunlight streamed through the pink Priscilla curtains in the window and struck the face of the yellow bunny on the dresser.


  I sat up and gasped. It took a minute to remember where I was. And to connect the pungent aroma with Gussie, smiling blissfully, asleep on the pink ruffled bedspread.


  I limped with my legs crossed toward the one bathroom. Vince, surly and unshaven, emerged from the door next to mine. He reached the door first and shut it in my face. Shortly after, I could hear water running, which was the last thing I needed. I used the time to pace. What was Vince going to do? Spend the morning in the shower?


  All the doors were open, beds made, except for mine and Gussie’s and the one in the room Vince had come from. Which one was Jimmy’s?


  The last room was obviously a boy’s. Framed photos of school and friends hung on the walls, interspersed with posters of musicians. I checked the photos. Jimmy at a picnic. Jimmy at a campsite. Jimmy with two other boys. I found only school books and children’s stories on the bookcase. I lifted the bright and new-looking navy and green plaid bedspread and checked behind the matching pillow shams. The spread was wrinkled where someone, probably Jimmy, had last sat on it. I looked under the blue and green area rug. There wasn’t much else to examine: a small television, baseball caps hanging on hooks on the closet door, a wardrobe of jeans and T-shirts, an empty bulletin board. Not neat, not messy. Innocent and uncomplicated. Like Jimmy Ferguson would be.


  I whirled when I heard a noise at the door.


  Vince said, “Bathroom’s yours if you’ve finished snooping.”


  I asked myself, why couldn’t Vince be the missing brother?


  
    * * *
  


  Tracy was in the kitchen, fresh-faced as ever. “Good morning, Camilla.” Her hands blurred between the coffee pot and the mug.


  In the dining room, Frances Ann had covered the table with charts indicating which volunteer searchers would be searching which areas. Maps were spread out and colour-coded. The phone continued to ring. So did the doorbell. Within fifteen minutes, four casseroles had arrived from friends and neighbours.


  Mrs. Parnell was already installed and reporting that the previous evening spent with Donald Donnie and Loretta had been most congenial.


  “Ms. MacPhee, you look like you haven’t slept a wink. I had a most excellent night, as did young Ferguson.”


  Alvin raised a languid hand in greeting. Slow motion. The kitchen was crawling with Fergusons, but no one else paid the slightest bit of attention to me. Which was fine. Except that they were all swilling coffee and no one offered me a cup. I wondered if my tongue would actually have to drag on the ground first.


  “No one gets waited on here,” Vince said.


  I can take a hint. I got my own coffee.


  Mrs. Ferguson, wearing a huge flowered apron, was busy heaping a small mountain of pancakes and maple syrup onto a platter to feed the group that was about to head off to search woods on the perimeter of town.


  A massive electric griddle with what looked like two pounds of bacon sizzled on the counter.


  “Poor Allie is so thin,” his mother said.


  “Especially since that terrible bout of pneumonia,” Frances Ann added.


  Vince glanced meaningfully at me.


  “He was thin when I got him,” I said. You could blame me for a lot of things, but Alvin’s ectomorphic state was not one of them.


  “What do you think of these posters, Camilla?” Tracy said. “I’m putting them up on telephone poles and bulletin boards all over town. Someone must have seen him. Allie’s going to help me. Aren’t you?”


  Alvin nodded.


  “We have to keep busy,” Tracy said. “We have to do something.”


  The posters had a picture of Jimmy that I hadn’t seen yet. He leaned against a Mazda Miata convertible, young and strong in jeans and a plain white tee. His arms were folded and he was smiling. He looked like any happy, healthy young man. Handsomer than ninety-nine per cent. Gussie grinned by his side.


  HAVE YOU SEEN OUR JIMMY?

  Gerald James (Jimmy) Ferguson, aged 21

  Last seen July 1st, early evening

  The boardwalk behind the Esplanade fire station

  Needs medication for life threatening condition

  REWARD FOR ANY INFORMATION


  A fringe of phone numbers was cut at the bottom of each poster.


  “Vince did the poster on the computer. The little kids helped me separate the phone numbers,” Tracy said.


  Alvin made a choking sound. Mrs. Parnell laid a soothing hand on his shoulder.


  Alvin croaked, “People don’t even need a picture. Everyone in town knew Jimmy.”


  “Everyone in town knows Jimmy,” Frances Ann said, with a touch of anthracite in her voice.


  “It’s been all over the news since he went missing, Tracy. What makes you think these posters would make a difference?” Alvin said.


  “I think they’re a good idea.” I wanted to comfort Alvin. “Who knows, maybe someone who has been out of town on vacation will get back and see these posters and remember something about that night.”


  “Evening,” said Vince.


  “Did you think we would let our Jimmy out alone on the street at night?” Mrs. Ferguson turned to me with the hot spatula in her hand. “We supervised him properly. It was broad daylight. How can a boy vanish off the street in broad daylight, and no one see a thing?”


  “Oh, Ma.” Tracy wrapped her arms around her mother. Vince’s knuckles tightened.


  “My point exactly,” I said. “Someone will have seen him. They might not know it’s important, but they will have noticed some detail. These posters will trigger a call.”


  Probably many calls, I thought. Of course, most of them from fools or scoundrels, but all it would take was one new lead.


  “I’ll help you post them,” I said. “I’ll go with Alvin.”


  No one paid attention.


  Alvin slipped forward in his chair. “He’s dead,” he said. “Our Jimmy’s drowned.”


  “Shut up, Allie,” Vince said.


  Mrs. Ferguson sank into the empty seat at the head of the table. She raised her flowered apron and wept quietly into its folds. The burning bacon set off the fire alarm. Gussie howled.


  Ten


  I was about to open the door and head out when a visitor arrived and created another stir. Mrs. Ferguson half-rose from her seat. “Father Blaise. It is so good of you to come.”


  “Father Blaise.” Tracy seemed overcome. Maybe she was relieved to have a distraction to get Alvin to stop rocking and his mother to stop crying.


  “Father Blaise.” Vince shook hands in a manly fashion.


  Another chorus of Father Blaises rose from the Fergusons who had been polishing off the second attempt at bacon in the kitchen. They wiped crumbs from their mouths as they clustered near the front entrance. Frances Ann stood in the door from the dining room.


  I recognized the priest from the photo with Jimmy Ferguson. Father Blaise nodded gravely at everyone. Not being the most church-going person in the world, I was having a bit of trouble figuring out his appeal. He somehow managed to be both pear-shaped and doughy, a Tweedledee-Tweedledum kind of man. Too much nose and not nearly enough chin. If the hair on his head was lank and sparse, he more than made up for it with the stuff that sprouted from his nostrils and ears. His watery blue eyes swam behind coke-bottle glasses. Of course, I’m no beauty myself, but something about the man put me off. Probably his air of easy authority. Father Blaise struck me as an old-style priest. He was somewhere on the near side of seventy, and he looked like a man who expected “how high” to be the answer to most of his instructions.


  Only Alvin hung back. I was proud of him.


  “Of course, I came as soon as I could,” he said.


  “It’s so good of you, Father, when you were right in the middle of your vacation. Did you drive all the way back from Maine?”


  Father Blaise was escorted to the living room. Tracy raced back to the kitchen to make fresh tea and probably bake a few tea biscuits and maybe a layer cake. Father Blaise sat like he owned the place and glanced at the First Communion photos, the palm frond tucked in Jimmy’s frame.


  “My poor people,” Father Blaise said. “My poor dear people. How are we to deal with this terrible thing?” Damned if it didn’t sound like he meant it. “Our own lovely Jimmy. He must be all right.”


  Mrs. Ferguson blew her nose. Father Blaise squeezed her hand. “Dear Mary. I can only believe that God will take care of our lad.” His voice was choked, and his colourless eyes got a bit more watery.


  Everyone seemed to take comfort from this. I wished I could have shared his confidence. Tracy fluttered into the room with a tray of something new and a dangerously steaming pot of tea. She had the china teapot and the matching creamer and sugar. Cube sugar and silver tongs too. And a package of After Eights. Behind her, Frances Ann carried a second tray with china cups. Father Blaise was getting the full treatment.


  The second time they filled the tea-cups, Father Blaise seemed to spot me, although I was doing my best to be inconspicuous.


  “I don’t believe I...” he said, getting to his feet.


  Tracy did the honours. “Father, this is Camilla MacPhee, who’s visiting with Alvin. She’s…”


  “MacPhee. MacPhee,” he said. “They tell me your father was the teacher. Went off to Ottawa to become a school principal, didn’t he?”


  “Yes.”


  I don’t take kindly to hand squeezes as a rule.


  “A fine man, your father, very fine. I knew your mother too, of course, but that was many years ago, before you were born.”


  “Really?” I said.


  “How wonderful you can be here to offer your support during the search for Jimmy. Bless you,” he said.


  Vince lifted a dark brow. Tracy fluttered. Mrs. Ferguson blessed herself.


  Five minutes later, I’d had to revise my opinion completely. That’s the problem with letting your biases influence your initial reactions. Sometimes you get it wrong.


  That didn’t mean I wanted to hang around.


  
    * * *
  


  Well, how could a kid like Jimmy disappear off the street in broad daylight in a town like this? I kept asking myself the same question as I set off on another stroll to clear my head. Alvin was trapped in the living room for the duration of Father Blaise’s visit. Mrs. Parnell had given me a nod to indicate she’d be watching out for his welfare. And Tracy had thoughtfully provided me with a stack of “have you seen Jimmy” posters and a heavy-duty stapler.


  Back at the Fergusons’, they would be heading into the second decade of the rosary. I stapled my way along Crescent Street towards the downtown area. After the ninth person said hello, I stopped looking behind me to see who they were talking to. People on the street in Sydney are nothing if not friendly. It took a little getting used to. Twice I had to tell total strangers my father’s name. I had no trouble at all getting directions to the police station.


  
    * * *
  


  “What did you say your name was?” Ray Deveau said pleasantly.


  “Camilla MacPhee. I’m a lawyer with Justice for Victims in Ottawa. I’d like to talk to you about Jimmy Ferguson.”


  “Justice for Victims?”


  “That’s right. Lennie Mombourquette, who I believe is your cousin, suggested I drop in and say hi. Is this a bad time?”


  I found nothing of the rodent about Deveau. He had a sandy crew cut, light blue eyes, pale freckles and a build that indicated he’d played college football quite a few years back. He had a smile that would melt ice. “What’s your connection with Jimmy Ferguson again? I didn’t quite catch that.”


  “Terrible thing about Jimmy’s disappearance. I’m staying with the family, and they’re really ripped up about it.”


  “And you say you’re a lawyer?”


  “Right.”


  “Sorry, and what did you say your name was?”


  “MacPhee. Camilla. My family was from Sydney originally, but we’ve been in Ottawa for more than thirty years. Home sweet home and that. What was your father’s name? I bet mine would know him.”


  “MacPhee? And you’re a friend of Len’s? That’s great.”


  “More or less. I dropped in to see if there was anything I could do to help.”


  “What do you mean? Besides what the police and the volunteer searchers are doing?”


  “And I also thought I might pick up a bit of background, so I don’t put my foot in it.”


  “Oh, yeah. How’s Lennie doing anyway?”


  “Lennie? He’s been busy scurrying around Ottawa. Criminal investigations.”


  “Haven’t seen him in years. He called me about this case. I guess he’s interested in it for some reason. Real focused guy, Lennie.”


  “He knows one of the Fergusons, Alvin. The boy who lives in Ottawa.”


  “Alvin? The artistic one? Don’t tell me he’s in trouble?”


  I thought he was trying to suppress a grin.


  “Certainly not,” I said. Not really a lie, since Alvin’s various arrests happened in the service of Justice for Victims and didn’t constitute trouble in its purest sense.


  “That’s good. He’s his own man, all right.”


  “He’s freaking out about this.”


  Deveau nodded. “Not surprised. They’re close, Jimmy and Alvin, aren’t they?”


  “That reminds me. Do you remember the circumstances when Jimmy nearly drowned?”


  His forehead creased. “Vaguely. I think I was at police college at the time. He fell into the pond in the park, didn’t he? They thought he was going to die. I remember the whole parish praying for him.”


  “I don’t have all the details. But something tells me it’s connected with the state Alvin’s in over this disappearance.”


  Deveau raised his pastel eyebrows. “I thought you were a friend of the family.”


  “You know families. They don’t always like to talk about things.”


  “I guess not.”


  “I imagine you’ve interviewed known sex offenders.”


  “Standard procedure.”


  “Could an assault like that happen? Jimmy would have been street-proofed.”


  “Look, I think we’re looking at some kind of accidental mishap. But we have to follow up everything. Can’t take a chance. Jimmy was always getting caught in the wrong place at the wrong time. He had a child’s judgement. He couldn’t understand a lot of stuff, and then he got into these situations. In some ways he was so innocent.”


  I held my breath. “Was?”


  “Sorry, that slipped out,” Ray Deveau said. “We’ve searched the entire region. We’re combing the woods. The kid’s vanished.”


  “And no one saw him,” I said.


  “Not since dusk on Canada Day. Everyone in Sydney knew Jimmy. He had his rounds.”


  “What do you think could have happened to him?”


  “Well, the harbour’s right there. Like I said, he wasn’t always sensible. Maybe he had something in his hand that blew into the water. Maybe he leaned over to see something. Wouldn’t be the first time something like that has happened.”


  “What did you do to investigate? Did you treat it like a twentysomething guy who took an unscheduled holiday?”


  I must have had an edge to my voice, because Ray Deveau jerked back in his chair.


  “Sorry,” I said. “I didn’t mean to imply anything. But most missing persons make the choice to go missing.”


  “We didn’t view it like that. Anything but. This is a close-knit community. We all saw Jimmy almost every day. The situation was treated like a missing child.”


  “You didn’t wait twenty-four hours?”


  “Sure didn’t.”


  “But young guys stay over at friends’ houses and forget to call home and all that. Sometimes it takes a while for people to realize that they’re really gone.”


  “Not the Fergusons. Like I said, they kept a close eye on Jimmy. I would say at any time the mother and Vince both knew where he was. They drove him places, they were tight. Tracy too, even though she’s not living at home any more. If you’d asked me this last week, I would have said they were way too overprotective.”


  “So when did they report him missing?”


  “Same night. He was supposed to show up at his friend’s place and spend the evening. Vince Ferguson went to pick him up at ten, and the friend said he’d never arrived.”


  “His friend didn’t think that was strange?”


  Ray shrugged. “Kids. Thought maybe he was in some kind of trouble.”


  “What could Jimmy be in trouble about?”


  “He didn’t know.”


  “So by the time they found out it was ten o’clock. And it was too dark to search?”


  “We didn’t start right away. They didn’t call us in until after midnight. The family figured it was a misunderstanding right off the bat. Vince made the rounds of Jimmy’s places. The last time anyone saw him was around dusk near Fuzzy’s Fries. They were hoping he had met some other friend and forgotten to call them.”


  “Would he have done that? He was supposed to be so docile.”


  Ray Deveau shrugged. “He was a kid.”


  I knew what he meant. “So they called you later.”


  “Right. Jimmy had a habit of hiding when he was scared or when he thought he might be in hot water. They figured he’d show up in the morning, but they weren’t willing to take a chance. Like I said, Vince checked his likely spots.”


  “So they were really worried.”


  “Naturally, the mother was pretty uptight. Vince was ticked off. Tracy was in a panic.”


  “And you guys took it seriously? I mean right away.”


  “Oh, sure. The constable on duty was a friend of Tracy’s. He pulled out all the stops.”


  “And then what happened?”


  “We had a lot to deal with that night. Crazy stuff going on. But they did the usual. They alerted the guys on patrol. Followed up with the people he had seen. Did their job.”


  “Hey, I’m not suggesting you didn’t. You’ve done way more than I would have expected, but I’m trying to get everything straight in my mind.”


  “We were worried too. As people, not cops.”


  “My initial reaction was to think, so a twenty-one year-old guy didn’t come home on a Saturday night. Big deal.”


  “Jimmy Ferguson is vulnerable. Physically, because of his medication, and also because of his personality. If he was in this town and alive, someone would have seen him.”


  I decided to follow something Deveau had said. “Pretty unsettling. Not like he’d ever been in trouble before.”


  A look flickered across Deveau’s face. He stared out at the wall behind my head. His neck was flushed enough to make me wonder why. I figured it was a good thing he didn’t have to make his living as a liar. I pushed on with my gut feeling.


  “Has he ever been in trouble?”


  “You know I can’t tell you that.”


  “What do you mean? Innocent question from a concerned member of the public.”


  “Come on, eh. You’re a lawyer.”


  “So what?”


  “You know I can’t talk about anything connected with a young offender.” Even the tips of Deveau’s ears were red. Was he the nicest guy in the world or a crazy-making machine?


  “What are you talking about?” I said.


  “Think about the terms of the Young Offenders Act. Excuse me.” Deveau pushed back his chair.


  I said, “Okay, on another topic, did you interview the guests in the hotels overlooking the boardwalk to see if anyone saw anything?”


  But I was talking to myself. Deveau must have been able to walk through walls.


  As I left the station, an officer standing by the front door looked me up and down. “You sure got Ray Deveau rattled. That’s a first.”


  I could think of only one reason why Ray Deveau would get himself in such a twist. Jimmy Ferguson had some kind of brush with the law when he was underage. According to the Young Offenders Act, those records would be confidential. Sure, the information wasn’t available to the public, but I wasn’t foolish enough to think that the cops in a small town would erase their memories. That gave them the advantage. I had to ask myself what kind of trouble that perfect angel Jimmy Ferguson had been in. And whether it was connected with his disappearance, and how seriously the police regarded it.


  
    * * *
  


  I stopped into the James McConnell Memorial Library and asked about the local paper. Seconds later I was tucked up at a light oak reference table near the large window looking over Falmouth Street with the Cape Breton Post for Monday, Tuesday and Wednesday set out in front of me.


  The police must have been on the ball, because the paper had an item about Jimmy the morning after he went missing. I was impressed, because there’d also been a hit and run the same evening. An unidentified man had been struck in front of a crowd of stunned onlookers lined up at Fuzzy’s Fries. Serious stuff, that. The police would have had to reroute traffic, send over a SOCO team, interview witnesses. Small city like this, they probably would have had to call in some off-duty officers. I had to ask myself, if you put that on top of the extra holiday workload, how much real attention would they have given to Jimmy Ferguson, who was probably going to show up anyway, looking a bit sheepish for staying at a friend’s without calling home? You could understand if they’d been a tad perfunctory in their interviews.


  Sure, alleged nice guy Ray Deveau talked a good story, but cops have to set priorities. The notice about Jimmy reappeared in Tuesday’s paper. This time in the form of a human interest story with a photo of Jimmy, looking more like a model than a lost boy, and a shot of Gussie looking devastated. No one who read the newspaper could have missed the coverage.


  Of course, the hit and run made the front page too. Police had not released the name of the victim, still listed in serious condition in the intensive care unit. The scene of the incident, sectioned off with POLICE LINE DO NOT CROSS tape, made an effective shot. Ray Deveau interviewed well. The investigation was progressing. Public would be kept informed. Blah blah.


  Witnesses gave quotes. One man who refused to be identified said: “The driver aimed straight for him. Didn’t slow down a bit.”


  Another witness offered: “Shocking, never seen nothing like it. Never touched those brakes.”


  Someone added: “French fries everywhere.”


  A woman said: “You could hear the screaming for two blocks.”


  I felt my throat closing. Paul’s crumpled Tercel flashed in front of me, as fresh as yesterday. Paul pinned by the steering wheel as the jaws of life went to work.


  This was Wednesday. The morning paper had more on Jimmy. Divers would continue to search the harbour. Police and volunteer search teams were spreading outside the city limits as far as Mira and Coxheath. Police were conducting house to house interviews. Ray Deveau hadn’t mentioned that. Vince Ferguson appealed to anyone who knew anything at all about Jimmy to come forward.


  No one mentioned the possibility of abduction. Or pedophiles. Or anything else inflammatory.


  The hit and run victim had died overnight. Police had not released his name pending notification of family members.


  My knees buckled as I got up from the table. I knew what it was like to be the next of kin. If the victim had a wife, five years later, anything reminiscent of that accident would still shake her.


  “Are you all right?” the reference librarian asked.


  “No,” I said and got the hell out.


  I must have walked for hours, avoiding the spot where the hit and run took place, even though that would be the logical place to go, since it was so close to where Jimmy was last seen.


  I worked to get myself under control. Paul was dead. There was nothing I could do about that. But I could help find Jimmy if I could manage my emotions.


  Luckily, I had posters and a staple gun, and the town had plenty of telephone poles.


  
    * * *
  


  Gussie’s tail thumped the hardwood floor when I walked through the door. Someone was glad to see me.


  It was after one, and the Fergusons were well into lunch mode by the time I got back. You could practically count their ribs, and yet every two minutes they were stuffing food into their mouths. I enjoyed being bothered by this. It took my mind off other things. Mrs. Parnell headed next door. Apparently, she had been busy too.


  “Things to talk about, Ms. MacPhee,” she said. “When you get a chance. You look a bit pale. Are you quite all right?”


  “Sure.”


  “Loretta and Donald Donnie are quite the goldmine of information. Lucky for us that I am enjoying their hospitality.”


  “Great. I wish I could move over too.”


  “Ms. MacPhee. You are needed here with young Ferguson.” I opened my mouth to mention that Alvin had also spent the night at Donald Donnie and Loretta’s, and no one had their panties in a twist over that.


  “Take the opportunity to eat while you have the chance,” she said. “We don’t know where this thing will take us.”


  Lunch was a very fine fish chowder and more homemade bread. I didn’t say no. Despite the conversation around the table, you could feel the tension in the air. Tracy soon disappeared out the door with another box of posters. Vince drove off to join a team tasked with a second sweep of the Mira area. Mrs. Ferguson was packed off upstairs with a nerve pill.


  It was Alvin’s turn to dry the dishes and my turn to wash, apparently. I am never permitted to help with the dishes at my sisters’ homes. And I never have any dishes to speak of in mine. I don’t wash takeout containers. Even as a child people would get me out of the kitchen as soon as they could.


  “Fine. All part of the service.”


  I squirted detergent onto a sponge, picked up the first chowder bowl and ran it under the hot water. “I wanted to ask you something.”


  “What are you doing?” Alvin said.


  “What do you mean what am I doing? What do you think? I’m washing the dishes.”


  “Like that?” I wasn’t sure what he had to be snarky about, since I was pitching in without a complaint. I was on the third bowl now.


  “Don’t worry about those bubbles,” I said. “They’ll wipe right off when you dry.”


  Alvin snatched the bowl from my hand.


  “Relax.” I picked up another bowl and gave it a quick rinse.


  “Step away from the sink.”


  Normally, I don’t take orders from Alvin, but since I didn’t want him back into his shell, I decided to cooperate.


  He filled the sink with water hot enough to boil an egg and squirted in an excessive dose of lemon-scented detergent. While the sink was filling, he separated the dishes: the glasses first, then the silverware, then the bowls and last, the chowder pot. All lined up nicely on the counter top. He filled the second sink with clear hot water. I could tell he’d done this before.


  That was fine with me. I sat on a chair and watched him. When things looked ready to go, he snapped on a pair of yellow rubber gloves. He handed me a dish towel. It looked like it had been ironed.


  “You can dry,” he said.


  I bit my tongue when he had me redo a couple of glasses. I wanted a relaxed atmosphere to explore what Ray Deveau wouldn’t tell me about Jimmy Ferguson.


  “So,” I said, when everything breakable had been consigned to the cupboard, “Jimmy seems to be a real angel.”


  “Everyone loves him.”


  “That’s nice. You’re very close.”


  I could see Alvin’s Adam’s apple moving. “Yes.”


  “You’ve stayed in touch.”


  Alvin sniffed.


  “Sorry, Alvin. I’m trying to learn about him. Is it too upsetting for you to talk?”


  “It’s okay, and yeah, I stayed in touch with him.”


  “And he stayed in touch with you.” I tensed a bit, because I didn’t want to precipitate another crisis by mentioning Jimmy’s postcards.


  He nodded, sniffed. I had to reach out and pat his shoulder. Where was Mrs. Parnell when I needed her? At least he hadn’t curled into a ball.


  “You’re a year apart, aren’t you?”


  “Two.”


  “I imagine you got into a few pranks as a kid. I suppose Jimmy was always the good one.”


  Alvin sat down. He rocked back and forth a bit in the chair. For one heartstopping moment, I thought I’d lost him again. “He was always good.”


  “Come on, Alvin. Everyone gets into a little bit of trouble. Even angels have a little bit of the devil in them.”


  He rocked a bit harder.


  “Not even smoking behind the barn?”


  “We don’t have a barn. This is a city, Camilla, in case you haven’t noticed.”


  Good. Angry was much better than whimpering.


  “Not skipping classes?”


  “Jimmy loved school. He was in a special class. That’s where he met his friends. He never skipped.”


  “What about snitching a bit of money from your mother to sneak out to a movie?”


  “Jimmy had enough money to go to the movies. He always had little jobs, cutting grass, that kind of thing.”


  “Maybe he got caught watching dirty movies?”


  “What’s the matter with you?”


  How did Alvin say that without moving his mouth? Ventriloquism was a new skill and one I wouldn’t have minded having myself. But, of course, it wasn’t Alvin.


  I whirled around to face Vince. Tracy stood behind him, her hand up to her mouth.


  “I thought you were gone to Mira.” Considering the importance of their search, they didn’t seem to be able to stay out for long.


  “And I said what is the matter with you? Are you crazy?”


  “Just reminiscing with Alvin about his boyhood.”


  Alvin, damn him, chose that moment to let two perfectly shaped tears run down his pasty face.


  “I knew it was a mistake to have her here,” Vince said.


  “It’s okay, Vince. She’s trying to wear me down. I’m used to it.”


  I whirled again. “What?”


  Alvin said, “It’s not like you are too frigging subtle, Camilla.”


  “So what? I hear that Jimmy likes to hide. Is that true?”


  “Gosh,” Tracy said, “it sure is.”


  “Why does he hide?” I asked.


  “Lots of reasons, right, Allie?” Tracy said.


  “Yeah, he’s always done it. He’ll hide if he doesn’t want to go to the doctor or learn his catechism or whatever. And if he’s afraid,” Alvin said.


  “What’s he afraid of?”


  “All sorts of things. Sometimes it’s a dog. Certain places. Sometimes people spook him,” Alvin said.


  “Any people in particular?”


  Tracy and Alvin looked at each other and shook their heads. Alvin said, “It never makes any sense. He’s pretty good at hiding, but you can always find him.”


  “And you believed he was hiding the night he disappeared.”


  “Vince did,” Tracy said. “He kept checking out Jimmy’s favourite places. But now we know Jimmy wasn’t hiding.”


  Vince glowered.


  I said, “No one here mentioned that to me.”


  “Why the hell should they?” Vince said, raising his voice.


  “Gee, maybe because I made a journey of over a thousand miles supposedly to help out. Then I learn his family keeps secrets that might shed light on Jimmy’s disappearance. Then Vince gets in a snit if I ask questions. It all makes so much sense.”


  “Secrets?” Alvin said.


  “Allie should have had the brains not to bring her here. She’s a first-class...”


  “But what do you mean by secrets?” Alvin said. “Shut up, Allie.”


  “I want to know. What kind of secrets is Camilla talking about?” Alvin said.


  “All I have to do is step out of the house, and I discover things no one is talking about here. Issues relevant to this investigation,” I said.


  A lesser woman might have felt threatened by the way Vince leaned forward. “Nobody asked for your help. We all remember the harm done to Allie during your previous so-called investigations. We don’t need you here.”


  “That’s enough, Vince,” Tracy said. “Camilla’s right.”


  “What were you going to say, Vince? A first-class...?” I said.


  Tracy kept on. “We really should tell the truth.”


  “The truth is Jimmy is a sweet, damaged kid who wouldn’t hurt anyone,” Vince said.


  “I don’t believe I mentioned anything about hurting anyone.”


  “Let it go, Camilla,” Alvin sniffed.


  Vince paced. “That’s all in the past. No point in dragging every little thing up. It will only hurt Ma.”


  “What will hurt me?” Mrs. Ferguson said from the door.


  “Talking about Jimmy, Ma.”


  “Don’t be foolish. How could it hurt me to talk about our Jimmy?”


  The kitchen was getting crowded again. “I thought all you people were out combing the hills,” I said.


  “Ma’s right,” Tracy said. “We should tell the truth.”


  “Of course, I raised my children to tell the truth.”


  Tracy said. “There’s no reason to keep Camilla in the dark.”


  Mrs. Ferguson said. “In the dark about what?”


  Tracy and Vince and Alvin exchanged looks. They did furtive well. A cop would arrest them on grounds they had to be guilty of something.


  I stuck in my two cents. “Exactly. What am I in the dark about?”


  Vince stared at the tiles. Alvin squinted at the handles on the cupboard doors. Tracy examined her bitten nails. I said, “Well?”


  Tracy stepped toward her mother. “You know, Ma,” she said.


  “What are you talking about, Tracy? I am mystified.”


  “I’m talking about Honey.”


  Vince slammed his fist into the cupboard door. Mrs. Ferguson slumped into the nearest chair. If I hadn’t jumped forward to catch her, she might have kept sliding onto the floor.


  “We will never talk about that,” she said.


  Eleven


  Well, we were on to something, but I had no idea what. Who was Honey? A person? A place? A snack? The name sure had a powerful effect. The family sat, white-faced, chiselled and intransigent.


  Vince ate a couple of Cape Breton pork pies. Tracy got up and made a sandwich. Mrs. Ferguson nibbled a shortbread. Alvin sipped a cup of black tea out of a china cup.


  I went for the weakest link. “Alvin. You look pale.”


  Of course, Alvin would look pale with a sunburn. I know it and he knows it and he knows I know it.


  “Time to get the roses into your cheeks, my lad. Nothing like a brisk walk to get the bloom of health back.”


  His eyes bulged behind the cat’s-eye glasses.


  “Beautiful day,” I said. “Let’s not stay here upsetting each other. I am sorry. We should head off and get some exercise.”


  “Exercise?” he said.


  “Yes! Tracy, do you have any of those posters left? I used all mine up, and we have lots of territory to cover yet.” Silly question, because boxes of posters were stacked by the back door. The challenge would be finding a telephone pole not already smothered with Jimmy’s picture.


  “Chop, chop,” I said.


  Tracy came to my aid. “Plenty more. Do you want me to come with you?”


  “No no no no. It’s more efficient if we split up. They need you on one of the search teams. Alvin can help me. He’ll know the best places.”


  Gussie wanted to come too.


  
    * * *
  


  “I know exactly what you’re up to,” Alvin said.


  “But it doesn’t matter if you know what I’m up to. I’m up to it, and you’re going to play along.”


  “Not a good idea.”


  “Keeping stupid secrets that impede the search for Jimmy?”


  “You don’t know, Camilla.”


  “I do know. I know the police reacted differently from the typical no-show. And I know they are aware of something else with Jimmy. And I want to find out what it is.”


  “It’s not important.”


  “Listen, I think it is important. Too bad I managed to burn my bridges with my one police contact here, and that cost us. And that’s because you people didn’t fill me in on the background properly.”


  “You’re always burning your bridges with the police. You can’t blame that on us.” Alvin’s eyes gleamed.


  He looked better already. I could see my mistake. All that kindness and tender loving care had exactly the wrong effect on him. He didn’t need namby-pamby poor lovely boy shit. He thrives on conflict.


  I said, “I can blame it on the whole crowd of you. You are playing me for a fool.”


  I couldn’t hear exactly what he said, and perhaps that was best.


  “Here’s the key thing,” I said. “Ray Deveau told me he couldn’t answer my questions about Jimmy because of the confidentiality provisions of the Young Offenders Act.”


  Alvin didn’t meet my eyes. No surprise.


  I said, “The YOA. That tells me something, Alvin.”


  “It was a mistake. Nothing of consequence.”


  “Whatever Jimmy did, it was something.”


  Alvin turned and stapled a poster onto a fence. “But it wasn’t true.” Now we were getting someplace. “That’s what Ma gets so upset about. It was such a disgusting lie. But everybody believed it anyway.”


  “Look. I’ve been pretty tolerant, Alvin. But I’m at the end of my patience. If you don’t tell me what it is, I’m in the Buick heading back to Ottawa.”


  “Yeah, right, Camilla. Like you’d quit.”


  I drew myself up. “It could happen.”


  “You don’t have to issue your ridiculous puffed-up threats. I’ll tell you.”


  “As long as it’s in this calendar year.”


  “Honey is a girl. Jimmy had a big crush on her.”


  “Keep talking.”


  Alvin waved his skinny arms. “Well, that’s it. No big deal. But, Lord thundering Jesus, you would have thought it was the crime of the century.”


  “What was?”


  “This isn’t easy for me, Camilla.”


  Gussie whimpered in sympathy.


  “Try anyway.”


  “I don’t know the whole story. We weren’t allowed to discuss it.”


  I understand not discussing unpleasant matters. I come from the same kind of family. “Okay. Tell me what you know.”


  “Honey was one of those special girls. Popular. Really smart. Beautiful. Talented. Always winning awards. Always getting her picture in the paper. You know the type.”


  I knew, all right. Everyone remembers people like that from their high school class. Thinking about them annoyed me. “Go on.”


  “When she’d come home from college, Jimmy used to follow her around. He thought she was wonderful.”


  I waited. After I while, I gave him a nudge. “And?”


  “Don’t snap, Camilla.”


  “Sorry, Alvin. But if you want to help your brother, you are going to have to put your emotions on hold and give me some information. When this is over, you can be as upset as you want. But now, cough it up. And don’t leave anything out.”


  He blinked. “One day she was attacked.”


  It was my turn to blink. “Attacked?” The picture of the beautiful boy in the First Communion picture flashed through my mind. “What kind of an attack?”


  Alvin shrugged.


  “A sexual assault?”


  “Supposed to be. That’s what everyone in town was saying.”


  “Rumours. They spread like the flu.”


  “The cops came to talk to Jimmy.”


  “Okay. Did they question him about a sexual assault?”


  “I don’t know. They took him in to the station. Ma and Vince went later. I was away that weekend. Afterwards, no one in the family would talk about it.”


  “Why not?”


  “I guess I get too upset.”


  “And why is that, Alvin?”


  He shrugged his bony shoulders. “I don’t know. It’s been that way ever since Jimmy and I were kids. Maybe because he almost died because of me.” Behind the cat’s-eye glasses, his eyes filled with tears.


  “Cut that out, Alvin. You were a child. You can’t blame yourself.”


  “Jimmy’s brain-damaged. Yes, I can blame myself. That was my fault. And so is this.”


  “That’s ridiculous, Alvin. You were in Ottawa when Jimmy disappeared.”


  “Doesn’t matter. His whole life is my fault.”


  “That’s crazy. How can it be?”


  “Because I should have stayed here and looked after him. I shouldn’t have moved away. If I hadn’t gone away, I would have been here. I would have spent time with him. He probably wouldn’t have been by himself on that day.”


  “Talk sense, Alvin. Even if you lived here, you wouldn’t have been with Jimmy every minute. Who would have thought anything could happen to him on the boardwalk? Who would be prepared for that?”


  Alvin wasn’t paying attention. “It was the same thing with Honey. I was in Halifax. I should have been here then too. This is the third time.”


  “Stop punishing yourself. Let’s get back to this assault situation. When was this supposed to have happened?”


  “It was, let me think, eight years ago, I guess.”


  “So Jimmy was thirteen.”


  “Right.”


  “And Honey was?”


  “I don’t know. Nineteen, probably.”


  “Somehow it doesn’t jibe with what people say about Jimmy.”


  “I know.”


  “So let’s see if I understand. This was the first time in Jimmy’s entire life he’d ever been in any trouble?”


  “Well, not the first time.”


  “What? Not the first time?” I felt like a particularly thick-headed parrot. “What the hell does that mean?”


  “It means he had little scraps, but nothing to worry about.”


  “What kind of things? And tell the truth and don’t leave anything out. It’s time you started to level with me, Alvin.”


  He nodded. “The other things were nothing. Like you said. He tried smoking behind the garage. Sneaking a couple of bottles of Vince’s Moosehead. Coming home late.”


  Exactly the kind of things I had suggested to an outraged clutch of Fergusons. “That’s it? Big deal.”


  “Ma and Vince were worried about him. Father Blaise was too.”


  “Oh, bullshit,” I said. “I did all those things and more, Alvin. You probably did too.”


  “No, I didn’t, actually.”


  “Back to our main feature. Why did the police talk to Jimmy?”


  “I don’t know.”


  “Did this Honey accuse him?”


  “I don’t know.”


  “Who would know?”


  “Ma, I guess, but she’s not going to talk about it. I suppose you could ask Vince.”


  “Yeah, right. What about Tracy?”


  “Tracy’s like me. They didn’t tell her much. Jimmy and I and Tracy were always the little kids and the others were the big kids.”


  “Frances Ann?”


  “She was away at university.”


  “Okay, I’ll talk to Vince. He gets pissed off at me for breathing, so prepare for some fireworks.”


  “Don’t let him push you around.”


  “Whatever we find out can only help Jimmy.”


  Alvin was quiet. Perhaps we were sharing the same thought. What if what we learned didn’t help Jimmy at all? What if it made things worse?


  “Vince will be okay,” Alvin said.


  “You’re a brave person, Alvin.”


  Hard to know which of the two of us was most surprised by that.


  “No, I’m not. I’m a disgusting coward.”


  “Stop it. I’ve seen what you do in a crisis.” I grabbed him by the skinny shoulders and shook. His earrings jingled.


  Several people stopped on the street and stared.”Leave that poor boy alone,” a tiny lady with blue hair said.


  I ignored them. “Since you’re already upset, Alvin, why not answer a few more questions. How can I reach Honey?”


  “I don’t know. She doesn’t live in Sydney any more.”


  Twelve


  “Vince says he’ll talk to you later. But not in the house.”


  I rolled my eyes. “Forgive me. Is everyone always this dramatic here?”


  “That’s the Fergusons. Not calm and sensible like the MacPhees.”


  Touché. That was another glimpse of the old Alvin. “Fine. Vince can pick the spot.”


  Vince wasn’t home, so I was going to be cooling my jets for a while. It seemed like the perfect time to touch base next door. I could see Mrs. Parnell and find out what she’d picked up. Gussie trotted along for the walk.


  “Ms. MacPhee. What a relief to see you,” Mrs. Parnell was in her glory, sitting in a rocking chair with a full tumbler and a fresh Benson and Hedges.


  “And can I get you something to drink now, dear?” Donald Donnie brandished a bottle of Captain Morgan’s Dark in a meaningful way.


  I shook my head. I needed my wits to deal with Vince.


  “How is young Ferguson?”


  “Almost back to his normal weird self.”


  “Wonderful. And word on the brother?”


  “Nothing.”


  “Ah. And yet young Ferguson is coping.”


  “Seems to be.”


  “Don’t be fooled, Ms. MacPhee. He’s probably going through the motions. I’ve seen it many times before.”


  “I don’t know, Mrs. P. He seems to be getting a bit of his old spark back. I think he’s glad to be here.” Although I hadn’t seen a mouthful of food actually enter Alvin’s emaciated body.


  “Perhaps. Don’t let your guard down. You don’t know what might trigger an episode.”


  “Okay. I remember the postcards.”


  “Postcards?” Loretta said. Her eyes bugged out behind her glasses.


  I looked at Mrs. P. She said: “Jimmy used to send postcards to young Ferguson. He became most agitated when we mentioned them. Related to the shell-shock, obviously.”


  I was glad I didn’t have a drink, because I would have dropped it when Loretta shrieked. “Postcards! I guess so. Did you hear that, Dad? Didn’t those boys love their postcards?”


  “Indeed, they sure did. That Jimmy used to wait for the mail every day. He’d grab that postcard and hightail it into the house, wouldn’t he, Mum?”


  “Indeed he would. It was so sweet and sad to see him waiting by the mailbox.”


  “Who were the postcards from? Pen pals?”


  “Pen pals!” Loretta screamed. “They were from Allie, in Ottawa.”


  “Indeed,” Donald Donnie said. “Of course they were, Mum.”


  “But I didn’t realize Jimmy could read all that well.”


  “Well, maybe he couldn’t read his way right through the encyclopedia, but he could manage well enough, couldn’t he, Dad? Always reading comic books.”


  I didn’t mention that comic books had pictures in them as well as words. “That’s great.”


  “Indeed, of course, Allie used to print neatly for him and make things easy.”


  “Jimmy brought them over here?” Loretta and Donald Donnie exchanged looks that could only be described as shifty. I decided to push. “Did he?”


  “Well, what else could he do? Right, Dad?”


  “Indeed.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Well, he didn’t want them to see the postcards.”


  “You mean the Fergusons?”


  “Indeed, who else? You know what they’re like.”


  This didn’t seem like any kind of an answer.


  “Could you clarify, Loretta?” Mrs. Parnell said.


  “I guess it was last year. Vincent was going on about Allie’s cards putting ideas into Jimmy’s head, wasn’t he, Dad?”


  Mrs. Parnell and I stared at each other.


  “I can’t imagine Alvin sending postcards if his family didn’t want him to. His mother was on the phone to him all the time. She certainly would have reminded him,” I said.


  “They probably never told him to stop. But Jimmy was worried about it.”


  “Indeed. Loretta overheard Vince telling Tracy that Allie’s postcards gave Jimmy ideas.”


  “Wouldn’t want Jimmy to have ideas,” I said.


  “So Jimmy always got the mail first, and he picked up the cards and no one in the family saw them. Isn’t that right, Dad?”


  “Indeed, seems to be the way.”


  I said, “So it might have looked like the postcards from Alvin had stopped. But Jimmy picked them up and hid them. Is that it?”


  “Well, we don’t know for sure. We never asked. But whenever he couldn’t read a word, he brought the card here for us.”


  “And yet you didn’t mention this to the Fergusons?”


  “Why should we? We’ve always been fond of Allie, and if Jimmy wanted to come over here to show us his postcards, what was the harm in it? Those cards couldn’t have been more innocent, could they, Dad?”


  “Indeed, Mum. No one told us they didn’t want Jimmy reading Allie’s cards.”


  Loretta said, “Those postcards were so much fun. Allie has a way with words. He’d tell Jimmy what was going on in Ottawa, big things, exciting things, festivals and art galleries and all about his job and his little apartment in Hull. Sometimes, he’d make up stories, and sometimes he’d tell him about his adventures, all kinds of stuff, even you. I loved to read them, myself.”


  “Indeed, they meant a lot to Jimmy,” Donald Donnie said.


  “They gave him a view of a world he’d never know about otherwise.”


  “Alvin kept Jimmy’s postcards too,” I said thoughtfully.“So they were obviously very important to him.”


  
    * * *
  


  After the postcard chat with Donald Donnie and Loretta, I had one less reason to look forward to talking to Vince Ferguson. Even though I had another serious question. When I arrived back at the Fergusons’, Vince’s car was still not in the driveway.


  “Alvin,” I said, full of false good humour. “Since Vince is not back yet, why don’t we toddle off for another walk.”


  “We already had a walk. I want to join the search parties.”


  “Lots of time for that. Let’s build on our momentum.”


  Mrs. Ferguson stuck her head in through the door. “That’s a good idea, Allie.”


  Alvin gave me a poisonous look. He was still sulking when the door slammed behind us.


  “Would you like to hear my plan?” I asked.


  “I suppose I will anyway, whether I want to or not.”


  “Glad to have the old Alvin in the land of the living,” I said.


  I heard no comment from either the old or the new Alvin, so I kept talking. “Let’s go visit Jimmy’s friends. Retrace his steps on the last day he was seen.”


  Alvin stared at me. I leaned forward and looked as mean as I could. “If you want to help him, you’re going to have to stop feeling sorry for yourself. When we get him back, you can collapse, but I’ll be back in Ottawa living my own life, and I won’t have to look at you.”


  “Nice try, Camilla. But you won’t be winning the bitch of the year award with that little effort.”


  “I’ll get worse. I’m practising.”


  “Don’t...”


  “No, you don’t. Don’t interrupt. Don’t be sarcastic. Don’t be negative. Here’s the plan. We will retrace Jimmy’s steps and see what we find.”


  “The police have already done that. They’ve spoken to all his friends.”


  “So what? The police don’t know him like you do.” I made sure I used the present tense. “And anyway, they are stretched. They had a hit and run the same night, and they must be investigating that too.”


  “My family has talked to the police.”


  “Big deal. How many crimes has your family solved, Alvin?”


  A slight smile hovered on his thin lips. “Not many.”


  “That’s right.”


  “Unlike us.”


  “Exactly. And I’ve had it with sitting around doing nothing. Time to kick a little butt, Alvin.”


  “Got my shitkickers on,” he said.


  
    * * *
  


  First stop was in the North end of town, a small, blue, two-story dwelling with a crooked front porch. The home of Thomas Young. Thomas turned out to be tiny and anxious. I couldn’t tell how old he might be, somewhere between twenty and thirty, I guessed. Gussie was very glad to see Thomas. It was hard to hear over the tail thumping on the porch floor boards.


  “Hi, Allie,” Thomas said. “Did you find Jimmy?”


  So maybe the kicking wouldn’t start here.


  Alvin swallowed. “No. Not yet.”


  “But maybe you can help us,” I said.


  It looked as though we wouldn’t get asked in. Fine. I’m not crazy about the smell of cabbage.


  Thomas occupied the exact centre of a sway-backed sofa on the porch. He sat, twisting his small hands. I perched on the railing. Alvin slumped on the stairs.


  “I hope you find Jimmy soon.”


  “So do I, Thomas. My name is Camilla.” Thomas nodded gravely. “Alvin and I thought you might be able to help us.”


  “I don’t know where he is.”


  “But maybe if we can ask you some questions, it might help.”


  A doughy, white-haired woman in a baseball cap stuck her head out the door. “Who the hell are you?”


  “That’s Camilla, Gran,” Thomas said.


  “And who the Jesus is Camilla when she’s at home?”


  I stood up and stuck out my hand. “Camilla MacPhee. I’m a lawyer.”


  She narrowed her black little eyes. “Lawyer? Get the frig off my property before I take the broom to ya.”


  “Aw, Gran, don’t say that,” Thomas said. “She’s nice.”


  “Take the broom to me? What for?”


  “I said, get the frig out of here.” She reached behind the door and picked up what looked more like a mop than a broom, but it hardly seemed like the time to quibble over semantics.


  Alvin stood up. The little misery actually laughed out loud. “Camilla only looks bad, Mrs. Young. But she’s harmless in small doses.”


  “Thank you, Alvin,” I said with dignity, considering I was staring into the business end of a mop.


  “That you, Allie? Well, look at him, Thomas. Big city boy, now, aren’t ya?”


  “That’s me.”


  “Home to see what you can do for your ma.”


  “That’s right.”


  “You always were a good boy, weren’t ya, Allie, no matter what anybody says.”


  “Thanks, Mrs. Young.”


  “So what’s going on with her, then? Lawyer, me arse.” She indicated me with a sharp nod of her head.


  “That’s my boss. She wants to find out what happened to Jimmy.”


  “Here from Ottawa, is she? Well, isn’t that something.”


  “We’re talking to Thomas about what Jimmy did on Canada Day.”


  “And you think you might find out something useful from our Thomas? Good luck to you.”


  “Well, Thomas and Jimmy are really good friends,” Alvin said. “He might know something.”


  “We’d all like to know what happened. Getting so you can’t step off your porch. Sydney used to be such a safe little town, and now we have every Jesus thing. Hit and runs, disappearances. I’m not letting Thomas out of my sight until things settle down.”


  “Good idea, Mrs. Young,” Alvin said. “You can’t be too careful.”


  “Disappearances?” I said. “You mean more than one?”


  “Tell your boss, Alvin, that around here we think one is more than enough. Jimmy’s disappeared. Not like Ottawa, where a life’s not worth a Jesus nickel.”


  I opened my mouth, then shut it again.


  “Did you say MacPhee?” she said.


  “Yes,” I said.


  “Your family from around here?”


  “Originally. I was born here.”


  “Who’s your father?”


  “Donald MacPhee. He was a teacher when he lived here.”


  “Of those MacPhees. Right full of themselves, if you ask me.”


  I hadn’t asked her. And didn’t plan to.


  “Camilla’s not full of herself,” Alvin said, the edges of his skinny mouth twitching. “And I asked her to come here to see Thomas.”


  “Suit yourself, Allie Ferguson. But don’t you scare Thomas. He’s been up every night with bad dreams since Jimmy went missing. I’m too Jesus old for this kind of life.” She pulled herself back into the house and thundered down the hallway. I was pleased to note the mop went with her.


  It took a minute to refocus. “So, Thomas,” I said, “do you remember Jimmy coming by here on Sunday afternoon?”


  “I remember.”


  “What did you do?”


  “Nothing much.”


  “Sat around and talked?”


  Thomas frowned. “We didn’t talk much. We were trading comics.”


  “You sure?”


  “Yes. We always trade comics.”


  “So you didn’t talk?”


  “Not so much.”


  “Did Jimmy have comics with him?”


  “Yes. He took my new X-Men, and I wanted to read it again. He was going to bring it back in the morning, but he never came.”


  “I see.”


  “Gran says the X-Men comic is not important compared to Jimmy.”


  “I’d say Gran’s right.”


  A screech echoed from the cabbage centre of the small house. “You forget about that Jesus comic, Thomas. You got three thousand others to look after.”


  Alvin said, “That’s too bad about the X-Men, Thomas.”


  “I’m sorry to hear about your comic.” I meant that too. “So Jimmy was going to bring the X-Men comic the next day?”


  “That’s what he said.”


  “Did Jimmy ever lie to you?”


  Thomas’s eyes widened. “Jimmy never told lies.”


  Alvin said. “I guess he wasn’t planning on going anywhere. Is that true, Thomas? Jimmy wasn’t planning to go anywhere.” “He was coming here. The next day. He said so.”


  I tried to make eye contact with Alvin. “Okay, and on the day he was here, did he mention anywhere else he might want to go?”


  “Canada Day.”


  “Yes, do you remember where he was going afterwards?”


  “Same as always. He came here first. Then he was going to Brandon’s.”


  “But this time,” Alvin said, “he didn’t get to Brandon’s.”


  “No, Allie. He didn’t. I was worried.”


  “Why were you worried, Thomas?”


  “Because Brandon called and said where was Jimmy. Brandon was worried. Then Vince came by and he was really mad. And we don’t know where Jimmy went. Nobody knows.” Thomas had tears in his eyes.


  So did Alvin. So did I. Where the hell was Jimmy Ferguson? “Jimmy needs his medications. Or he will die.” Thomas said.


  “Yes, he does,” Alvin said. Heroically, I thought.


  “And I would like my X-Men comic back.”


  Mrs. Young stuck her head out of the door again. “One more word, and I’ll throw those Jesus comics into the furnace, Thomas.”


  I glanced at Alvin, but he seemed to be holding up all right. I wanted to understand the triggers that sent him over the edge. Because if it had been me, this intensely sad conversation with Thomas would have done it. But Alvin seemed fine.


  Another ten minutes of talking to Thomas yielded no more information. As we stood up to leave, I had one question left. “Did you tell the police about Jimmy’s visit?”


  “Yes.”


  “Did you tell them about the comic book?”


  “The X-Men? No.”


  “Why not?”


  “They didn’t ask me.”


  I sat down again. “What did they ask you, Thomas?”


  “They wanted to know who his other friends were.”


  “And what did you say?”


  “Jimmy was everybody’s friend.”


  “And what did they say?”


  “They said, any new friends?”


  I glanced at Alvin. “And did Jimmy have any new friends?”


  “That’s what they asked. Did he meet anybody new at the video store or something? Someone who was supposed to be a secret.”


  “And did he?”


  “I don’t think so. He never said.”


  “Did they ask anything else?”


  “Just about special friends,” Thomas said.


  “You mean, Jimmy’s special friends?”


  “I was Jimmy’s special friend. And Brandon. And Father Blaise.”


  “That’s it?”


  “They wanted to know what else Jimmy said. But he didn’t say anything else.”


  
    * * *
  


  We dragged our sorry butts past a new Lexus in the brick-paved driveway. The house was a Georgian-looking dealie in an upscale subdivision high on a hill off King’s Road. The home of Brandon, Jimmy’s other special friend.


  “Brandon shattered his spine in a diving accident. He hit an outcrop. He has some brain damage. Let’s hope we can understand him. Sometimes it’s harder than others. Sometimes his speech is clear.”


  “This was a long walk for Jimmy.” It had been a long walk for me, and I was used to hoofing it all over Ottawa.


  Alvin shrugged. “He loves to walk. Ma and Vince figure it’s good for him. He sees lots of people. He stops and talks to them.”


  That would be worth following up. If Jimmy could talk to people, we could talk to them too.


  The doorbell had an expensive peal. Brandon’s mother, slender and elegant in trim silk taupe pants and matching top, did not smile when she answered. Gussie didn’t get past the door.


  We followed the scent of Brandon’s mother’s exotic cologne to the media room. She still held the automatic door opener to the Lexus. She looked like she was on a quick break from filming a high-end lifestyle show, and it was time for Take Two. On second thought, I decided her face had too much hard edge to make her really likeable on television.


  “You have company, Brandon. Alvin Ferguson and a friend. I’ll be back in half an hour. Maria’s here if you need anything. Don’t forget to offer your visitors something to drink.”


  I figured a warmer woman might have offered Alvin her concern about his missing brother, but hey.


  Brandon presided over a room full of electronic equipment, soft carpet, halogen lighting and a whiff of disinfectant. I figured that the motorized wheelchair had set somebody back twenty-five grand minimum. According to Alvin, it was a custom job. Brandon looked like any other freckle-faced, redheaded young man, except for the shrivelled legs and the scar down the right side of his face.


  “How you doing, Brandon?” Alvin gave his shoulder a squeeze.


  Brandon’s lip quivered. It took me a minute to figure out what he was trying to say, but Alvin didn’t seem to have a problem understanding.


  “I know,” Alvin said. “It is too bad about Jimmy.”


  I strained to hear Brandon’s response.


  “Yeah, it is hard,” Alvin said. “But we haven’t given up hope.”


  I was impressed Alvin could understand the torrent of syllables.


  “I don’t know where he could have gone. Hey Brandon, this here’s Camilla. She’s helping us find Jimmy. She wants to talk to you about Canada Day.”


  I shook his hand. Brandon’s left-hand grip was remarkably strong. Despite her apparent need for speed, Brandon’s mother hovered near the door of the media room.


  Fifteen minutes later, we were no further ahead. Thanks to Alvin’s translation, I learned Jimmy normally got to Brandon’s between five and six o’clock on Sunday afternoons. As a rule, they would watch two videos that Jimmy had picked out while eating takeout pizza courtesy of Brandon’s parents. Brandon didn’t read comics. They watched the videos until just before ten in the evening, when either Tracy or Vince came to pick up Jimmy. Sometimes, if Tracy and Vince were tied up, Brandon’s father would drive Jimmy home. Once or twice, he’d taken a taxi. But the routine was unvaried. Nothing we hadn’t known when we’d arrived.


  Brandon’s mother interrupted. “Don’t forget, Brandon. We had something special planned for Canada Day.”


  Brandon said something.


  Alvin said, “He didn’t forget.”


  She raised her sculpted eyebrow at the response. “Well, you didn’t mention it, dear.”


  “We didn’t ask him,” Alvin translated. For my benefit, I guess. They both seemed to understand everything Brandon said.


  You had to know how to ask the right questions with these kids. And not only that, but you had to ask the questions right.


  “Did you have something special planned for Canada Day, Brandon?” Alvin asked.


  “Yes,” his mother said. “We had a big barbecue planned for the evening. Steak and corn on the cob. Strawberry shortcake. Brandon was terribly disappointed when Jimmy didn’t show up. We waited and waited.”


  Brandon said something.


  “You’re right,” Alvin said. “Jimmy must have had a reason.”


  “At the time, I was annoyed because Jimmy didn’t let us know he wasn’t coming. It held up our little party, and I believed he was being thoughtless,” Brandon’s mother said.


  “What time did you expect him?”


  “We were going to get started about six. He knew that.”


  “You said his mother should have called us.” This time Brandon spoke clearly enough for me to understand.


  She flicked a glance at Alvin. “I assumed he’d changed his plans. And Brandon was so disappointed, it made me really angry at Jimmy.”


  “I guess I can understand that,” Alvin said.


  “Jimmy wouldn’t miss a barbecue,” Brandon said.


  “I didn’t realize that fully,” his mother said.


  I strained to understand Brandon. “I told you he called me,” he said.


  “I should have contacted your family, Alvin,” she said. “Maybe they would have started the search earlier. I feel so responsible.”


  “It’s easy in hindsight,” Alvin said, with admirable grace.


  “Perhaps. I keep asking myself why I didn’t make that call.”


  That was a good question. “Why didn’t you?” I said.


  She hesitated. “Jimmy often did foolish things. And he could get himself into a state over silly situations.”


  Brandon said, “Sometimes thinking isn’t Jimmy’s best thing.”


  “That’s true,” Alvin said.


  “I don’t think anyone in your family mentioned the barbecue,” I said to Alvin.


  “They probably didn’t know.”


  “Why wouldn’t they? They keep such close tabs on him.”


  “You have to know our Jimmy.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Maybe he thought they wouldn’t let him come.”


  “But he always came here, every Sunday and special occasion. Why would he hide it?” Brandon’s mother said.


  I caught the implication. “So you’re saying that Jimmy told lies?”


  “No,” Brandon said.


  “Yes,” his mother said.


  Alvin kept his cool. “Not really lies. He always gets caught when he tries. He doesn’t mention things he should if he thinks he won’t get to do something. Or thinks he’ll get into trouble.”


  Brandon’s mother pursed her expensive lips. “That’s a form of lying.”


  Alvin shrugged. “It’s our Jimmy.”


  Brandon said something I couldn’t make out.


  His mother said, “Maybe I do feel guilty.” If you went by the look on her pinched face, she not only felt guilty, and rightly so, but she felt angry at Jimmy for causing it.


  “You’re going to find him, Allie,” Brandon said.


  “Thanks, Brandon,” Alvin said.


  “Did you find out who Jimmy was afraid of?” This time even I understood every word.


  Alvin said, “Jimmy was afraid of someone?”


  “Yeah.”


  “How do you know?”


  “He told me.”


  “When?”


  “He told me on the phone. When he called about the barbecue.”


  “What did he say?”


  “He said he might come a different way to my house. The boardwalk. He said he saw someone bad from a long time ago, and he said he was afraid.” Brandon looked exhausted by the effort of making himself understood.


  “But he didn’t say who?”


  We couldn’t mistake Brandon’s expression. I had seen that grief on the faces of everyone who cared for Jimmy.


  “I told him don’t be stupid, don’t go on the boardwalk. I told him to come the regular way. I told him to call Vince.” Brandon appeared to be struggling for breath. “I told him. Now he’s gone.”


  “Oh, my God,” his mother said. “You should have said something.”


  Tears trickled down Brandon’s scarred cheeks. “You would only get Jimmy in trouble.”


  “Brandon,” I said, “help us. Did Jimmy say if it was a man he was afraid of?”


  “Just he saw someone bad, and he was afraid.”


  “And he didn’t say what he was afraid of?”


  “No.”


  “Did he say anything else?”


  “I can’t remember.”


  “Brandon?” No mistaking the accusation in his mother’s voice.


  “What?”


  “Why didn’t you tell me? Really,” she said.


  Brandon stared at the wall. “Jimmy said don’t tell anybody. He said it’s a secret.”


  “Did Jimmy call back?” I said.


  “No. And he never came.”


  “Do you know where he phoned from?” I said.


  Brandon looked from me to Alvin to his mother. “He didn’t say.”


  Alvin leaned over and gave Brandon a hug. “Thanks, Brandon. You have been such a big help. We didn’t know Jimmy was afraid of someone.”


  “One more thing, Brandon. Did you tell the police?” I asked.


  “They didn’t ask me.”


  Alvin said. “This is important. We will have to talk to the police.”


  “I’ll tell them about the phone call, Allie. But you have to bring Jimmy back.”


  Thirteen


  “So we have something to get our teeth into,” I said as we schlepped the long walk down King’s Road towards the Fergusons’.


  “What?”


  “Now we need to find out who Jimmy was afraid of.”


  “How?”


  “We know he wasn’t afraid of anything when he was with Thomas.”


  “We think we know that.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “We didn’t ask Thomas if Jimmy was afraid of anything.”


  “Fine. We’ll ask him. And we need to find people who might have seen Jimmy on his way from his visit with Thomas to Brandon’s place.”


  “Yeah, maybe. But it was Canada Day, so people would have a different routine. Lots of visitors, tourists.”


  “We can get a call out through the police and the media.”


  “I guess we have nothing to lose,” Alvin said.


  I thought we had plenty to lose if we didn’t pick up the pace.


  To my surprise, Ray Deveau answered his phone when I called from my cellphone. Even more surprising, he didn’t sound unhappy to hear from me and quite pleased to get this possible lead from Brandon.


  He said. “Thanks. We’ll get on it right away. We’ll talk to Thomas again too and see if he knew anything about this.”


  “Aren’t you going to tell me to mind my own business?”


  He chuckled. “Appreciate the tip. Take care of yourself.”


  “Imagine that, Alvin. A cop who doesn’t get pissed off.”


  
    * * *
  


  Mrs. Parnell waved at us from the porch next door as we shuffled up the front walk to the Château Ferguson. Even Gussie was shagged out. But I could tell by Mrs. P.’s triumphant expression that she had a juicy bit of intelligence. We headed next door and met her on the porch. She lit a Benson and Hedges and dragged deeply on it. “Donald Donnie and Loretta seem to know a lot about what’s going on in Sydney.”


  “No kidding,” said Alvin. “They’re the biggest gossips in town. Part of what I love about them.”


  “One has to admit, it has a certain convenience.”


  “Don’t say that in front of my mother.”


  “Never mind. It’s turning out to be a blessing. Donald Donnie and Loretta think Jimmy had another friend your family didn’t approve of, dear boy.”


  “He did?”


  “Apparently.”


  “They said they had made several attempts to pass the information on to Vince, but he wouldn’t even stop to talk to them.”


  “Vince doesn’t like them much.”


  “He told them to mind their own business and not to bother your mother.”


  “That’s Vince for you.”


  I said, “We need all the leads we can get.”


  “Thank you, Ms. MacPhee.


  “Who did they say his friend was?” Alvin asked.


  “I believe I have this right, someone named Reefer. Is that possible?”


  “Lord thundering Jesus,” said Alvin.


  “What?” I said.


  “That would be Reefer Keefer.”


  “They also said that Dr. Vincent Bigshot Ferguson shouldn’t be so high and mighty, since he got into plenty of trouble when he was a nipper.”


  “Really?” I said. “And then he grew up to be a jerk.” Before Alvin could offer the pro forma defence for a family member, I asked, “Could this Reefer Keefer be the person Jimmy was afraid of?”


  For some reason Alvin thought that was funny.


  Mrs. Parnell regarded him fondly. “Apparently not, Ms. MacPhee. But they thought you might want to talk to him on the double, because he’s supposed to be leaving town.”


  
    * * *
  


  To find Reefer, Alvin, Gussie and I hoofed seven blocks back downtown and then up a three-story external staircase on what once would have been a grand old home of some steel baron. Whoever owned the building might have been a bit unclear on the concept of maintenance. Alvin seemed calm, but as we climbed, I wondered if the staircase might not tear itself away from the house and collapse, tossing us onto the roughly paved yard below.


  As we reached the top landing, which was furnished in empty cases of Moosehead, KFC containers, Pizza Pizza boxes and a stack of National Enquirer s, the door opened.


  “Man, what a bummer.” The man in the doorway had shoulder-length wavy brown hair. He was of average height, slender but well-built. He was a ringer for the man from Galilee. He grabbed Alvin in a bear-hug. Gussie ducked.


  “Thanks.” Alvin managed to preserve his precarious dignity, even with his earrings jingling.


  “I’m ripped up, man, really ripped up,” Reefer said, his eyes flickering in my direction. “You know, really right ripped up.”


  “Yeah.” Alvin adjusted his cat’s-eye glasses. “This is Camilla. She’s okay.”


  “No shit, man?”


  “Yes. And we wanted to talk to you before you left town,” Alvin said.


  Reefer jerked. “Leave town? I’m not leaving town? What makes you say that? No way. I’m not leaving town, man.”


  I looked around for a suitcase.


  Alvin said, “Okay, relax, Reefer. Camilla’s a lawyer. Everything you say will have the seal of confidentiality.”


  This was the first I’d ever heard about this seal of confidentiality, and I would have been interested in learning a bit more about it, but I lost my train of thought when Reefer wrapped his arms around me.


  “Glad to meet you, man. Never know when you’ll need a lawyer.”


  I only had to sniff the air to conclude that, in Reefer’s case, this could be any minute.


  “Come on in, man,” Reefer said, peering over the rickety railing at the street below.


  Alvin and I lurched into a one-room dwelling.


  “Did you see a patrol car? I’m having a bit of trouble with backdraft on the fan. Have a seat,” Reefer said.


  I looked around. Everything in the place was a throwback to the seventies, including the cushions on the floor. I figured the seventies was the last time the place had been cleaned too.


  “I’ll stand. We’re in a bit of a hurry. Aren’t we, Alvin?”


  Alvin had moved a guitar, a huge pile of CD jewel cases and a duffel bag and made himself comfortable on the sofa, which also seemed to be a daybed and possibly a desk. “Sit down, Camilla. You won’t get anything out of Reefer if you’re standing.”


  Fine. I moved a stack of comics and plunked myself on the floor. “We are retracing Jimmy’s movements on the day he disappeared. So we wanted to speak to you,” I said as primly as I could from my lowly position. Gussie licked my ear.


  “Ah, shit, man. I feel so bad. Ripped up.”


  “So Jimmy was here?” I said, feeling tricky.


  “Sure was. He’s here every Sunday. You could count on him. You could use him to set a clock.”


  “And he was here this past Sunday too? Canada Day? On time?”


  Reefer squinted. “On time?”


  I wondered how many grey cells were intact behind those heavenly blue eyes. “Yes,” I said, “on time.”


  Reefer scratched his beard. “Hard to say.”


  “Why?”


  “My clock’s not working.”


  I felt a throb in my temple. The type Alvin usually triggers. But Alvin appeared to be asleep. I decided this time thing was an unnecessary detour. “Did it seem like he was on time?”


  “Oh, yeah, man. Well, you know.”


  “So he came here from Thomas’s?”


  “Must have.”


  “How do you know?”


  The eyes got bluer. And blanker. “What? Oh, yeah, he had that borrowed comic Thomas didn’t want to trade. He was excited about it.”


  “Okay, so after four then. Do you think he went anywhere before he came here?” I don’t know why I said this. The whole situation was pretty surreal.


  “Well, hey, man. I don’t think so. Jimmy didn’t like change. He wouldn’t mess with his routine without a good reason. He was on his way to Brandon’s. They were going to have some kind of party.”


  “For Canada Day.”


  “He was looking forward to that party. A barbecue.”


  “Did he mention seeing someone he was afraid of?”


  Reefer actually blinked. “What would he be afraid of? This is Sydney, man. In the afternoon. And it was, like, Jimmy Ferguson.”


  “Perhaps if the police show up, you might remember,” I said from out of the blue.


  Reefer blanched.


  Alvin’s eyes popped open. “What?” he said.


  “What about the seal of confidentiality?” Reefer bleated.


  “Oh yes, I forgot about that. So, Reefer, the Ferguson family didn’t mention you were on Jimmy’s route, and neither did the cops. Why is that?”


  A shifty look crept over the Christlike features. “That’s weird, man.”


  “He wouldn’t have been allowed to visit you if the Fergusons knew.”


  Reefer shrugged. “No harm in it.”


  Alvin stood and swayed. “You didn’t give him anything, did you?”


  “Aw, come on, Allie. I would never’ve done that, man.”


  “You supplied it to everyone else.” His tone was calm, but behind the cat’s-eye glasses, Alvin’s eyes narrowed.


  “No way, Allie. Not little Jimmy.”


  “You better be telling the truth this time.”


  Reefer crossed his heart. “I never gave him weed or nothing.”


  Alvin continued to stare, eyes narrowed. A little band of sweat broke out on Reefer’s saintly forehead. I had started thinking about this guy as someone who might provide drugs to a child while looking like an illustration from The Golden Book of Bible Stories.


  “Jimmy came by to see me. He liked to talk. About plans.”


  In a cartoon, the light would have gone on over my head.


  “What plans?” I said.


  “Plans?” Reefer said.


  “You just said plans.”


  Reefer looked from me to Alvin and back again. “This was Jimmy. He wasn’t too smart about making plans.”


  Like Reefer could talk about smart. “But you just said plans. What plans?”


  “I don’t think he could’ve made plans. Serious ones.” Reefer looked imploringly at Alvin. “He would have needed help with plans. Don’t you think, Allie? And he’d talk about them. Now that’s the God’s truth. Jimmy couldn’t keep plans a secret from his friends.”


  I massaged my temple. “Did he make any calls from here?”


  “No.”


  “Are you sure?”


  “Yeah. The phone’s cut off, eh. That’s the truth too. You can check.”


  I wanted to explore what Reefer might have said that hadn’t been the God’s truth. But it turned out Reefer had a standing date with his parole officer coming up shortly, and he didn’t like to be late.


  We left Reefer’s personal time warp not much wiser.


  Jimmy didn’t talk much. Jimmy talked a lot. Jimmy was a good boy who always did what he was told. Jimmy would keep secrets, and Jimmy would hide. Jimmy would sneak off to visit everyone’s favourite source of cannabis.


  Jimmy had plans. Jimmy didn’t have plans. Take your pick.


  
    * * *
  


  “What do you think?” I asked Alvin as we set out again.


  “You never know with Reefer. He probably doesn’t know himself. Not that much of his original brain is intact, if you get my drift.”


  “I definitely do. You think he’s dangerous?”


  “No way. And I think we’re wasting time.”


  “We know Jimmy wasn’t frightened when he left, if we can believe Reefer. And we know it was after he saw Thomas because Jimmy had the X-Men comic. Do you trust Reefer, Alvin?”


  “As far as I could throw the Buick. But I believe he was telling the truth, as he would understand it.”


  “So that means that Jimmy saw whoever frightened him somewhere between Reefer’s apartment and Brandon’s place. Let’s figure out who and how. We’ll start with the phone. Where could Jimmy have phoned from between Reefer’s and Brandon’s?”


  “Hard to say.”


  “But let’s be strategic. It would most likely be in some kind of corner store or at a phone booth. He probably didn’t make the call from one of the big houses near Brandon’s.”


  “Makes sense.”


  “So let’s walk around this area and see if anyone remembers him making a call. It’s not like we have anything better to do. What time is it?”


  Alvin checked his watch. “Almost six.”


  “Wait a minute. Six? What kind of parole officer has appointments at six? Son of a gun. Alvin, we’ve been had.”


  Fourteen


  Ray Deveau was at his desk, still in a good mood. “Reefer Keefer? I’ll be damned.”


  “You better hurry up, because I think he’s on his way out of town. It must really piss you off when people try to do your job, but I had to tell you.”


  After I hung up, I turned to Alvin. “All he said was thanks. That’s pretty weird, don’t you think?”


  “It’s different down here.”


  “Maybe. Hard to believe he’s related to Mombourquette.”


  We painstakingly worked our way up and down Charlotte Street and all of its cross streets, asking everyone we saw if they’d seen Jimmy Ferguson make a phone call on July 1st. More than one person mentioned to us that if they had seen him, they wouldn’t have been too stupid to call the police, since nobody could live in that town and not know Jimmy Ferguson was missing.


  Others squeezed Alvin’s hand in sympathy. We were batting zero by the time we passed Fuzzy’s Fries.


  Alvin said, “Jimmy loves these fries. They’re the best in the world, but Fuzzy only opens when it starts to get dark.”


  “Do you think he might have called Brandon from here?”


  “You can’t make a phone call from a chip wagon, so that doesn’t make sense.”


  “You know something? We only asked people who are around here in the day. Let’s come back when Fuzzy’s is open and try again. I bet we’ll get different answers.”


  “All right.” Alvin looked like a poster boy for discouragement.


  “We need to check something out in the meantime,” I said. “Let’s go. It’s not like we have time to waste.”


  “Where are we going?” Alvin said.


  “Where we should have started.”


  
    * * *
  


  I didn’t spot Vince when we trooped through the Ferguson front door. Some Fergusons were finishing up a dinner of homemade lasagna, salad and rolls.


  “Vince is back from Mira,” Mrs. Ferguson said. She lifted a fresh stack of sugar cookies from a cookie tray onto a rack to cool.


  I didn’t ask where he was.


  “I should be searching too,” Alvin said.


  I said, “No, we’re doing something useful.”


  Mrs. Ferguson looked up in surprise. “Are you, Allie? What?”


  Frances Ann glanced up from her list and actually snorted. They might as well have whacked him with the cookie tray. Alvin opened his mouth, but nothing came out.


  I said, “We’re retracing Jimmy’s steps and talking to his friends. We’re looking for something the police might have overlooked.”


  “But the police are trained to do that.”


  “They’re stretched to the limit on this with the hit and run too. It would be easy for them to miss something.”


  “Oh, I can’t believe that. That Ray Deveau knows his stuff. He’s extremely intelligent and cooperative.”


  I stared Frances Ann down. “That and a quarter won’t get you a cup of coffee. Criminal lawyers make a good living out of demonstrating what the police overlook or misinterpret or just plain screw up. Drop into court some day and see for yourself.”


  Frances Ann gasped.


  I steamed ahead. “Alvin has excellent judgement and the best knowledge of the community. And he’s more intelligent than anyone I’ve encountered here. In fact, as a result, we’ve given the police two new leads. And might I add, Ray Deveau was grateful.”


  Alvin gawked at me, slack-jawed, which didn’t help to bolster the case about his intelligence.


  I said, “Let’s go, Alvin. Upstairs first.”


  Of course, if I’d been smart I would have had some lasagna and salad before insulting everyone in the kitchen.


  
    * * *
  


  “What do you want to pick up?” Alvin said when we reached the second floor.


  “Nothing. I don’t want people interfering with our strategy.”


  “We have a strategy?”


  “We do now. Our next step is the one we should have taken first. We have been retracing Jimmy’s steps on Sunday. And we’ve found out some very interesting stuff.”


  “We have?”


  “Were you not with me all afternoon? We know he visited Reefer Keefer regularly, and your family would never have permitted that.”


  “Right.”


  “So what else don’t we know? And why?”


  Alvin said, “I hate it when you ask questions like that. How can we know what we don’t know?”


  “Don’t be defeatist, Alvin. Disregard everything we’ve heard, and start at the beginning.”


  “But you said we were getting useful information.”


  “The useful part is everyone has a different perspective. People substitute beliefs for facts. Are you with me?”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Take Reefer, for instance. No one asked him about Jimmy but us. That’s because they believe Jimmy went only to certain places. That belief limited where they thought of looking. Lucky for us Loretta and Donald Donnie like to gossip.”


  “But Reefer didn’t tell us anything we can use.”


  “Yes, he did. He told us Jimmy talked all the time. So who else might he have talked to? We know Jimmy had the comic, and he hadn’t yet run into whoever scared him. Don’t forget that. We haven’t found anyone who saw Jimmy at that time, but my gut feeling tells me we’ll get lucky tonight.”


  “I hope so.”


  “The other thing to remember is that everything we have heard so far has been based in emotion. Your family members want to think that Jimmy is good and docile and only goes where he’s supposed to, so that’s what they believe. Now, Alvin, start at the beginning.”


  “Where’s that?”


  “Jimmy’s room. Where his day began.”


  “But the cops and my family must have searched it.”


  “Maybe. Remember, we’ll be looking with different beliefs.”


  
    * * *
  


  I plunked myself down on the plaid bedspread and glanced around again. The bedside table held an alarm clock, two loonies, a Matthew Good Band CD and a package of Juicy Fruit.


  “Alvin, what’s missing?”


  He scanned the room. “I don’t know. Jimmy didn’t have a whole lot of stuff.”


  “What about videos?”


  “What about them?”


  “Well, apparently he would take videos to Brandon’s. I don’t see any. Where did he keep them?”


  “He didn’t own any. He always wanted to watch new ones.”


  “So then he rented them?”


  “Of course.”


  “No need to look at me like I’m crazy. So he rented them and that means, what, he went to the video store?”


  “Where else are you going to rent them?”


  “But we didn’t go into a video rental place when we were retracing his steps today.”


  “Does that matter? I’m sure the police did.”


  “We’re getting our own information. We’re not counting on the police.”


  “If you say so, Camilla.”


  “I do. Now, here’s the other thing. Where are your postcards?”


  “My postcards?”


  “Don’t parrot. You kept Jimmy’s. Wouldn’t he have yours?” Alvin looked around the room and scratched his head. “He used to tack them up on the bulletin board.”


  “Do you think he hid them because he wasn’t supposed to have them?”


  “What are you talking about?”


  “It’s been suggested that Vince thought your postcards would put ideas into Jimmy’s head.”


  “Ideas in his head. What’s wrong with ideas, especially in your head?”


  I said, “Don’t even think about getting emotional on me. So where do you think the goddam postcards are? Would he hide them?”


  It took a full minute before Alvin got a grip on himself and said, “Come here.”


  He headed to the end of the hallway next to the bathroom. He opened a door to reveal a well-stocked linen closet, nicely organized, with simple, flowered sheets and pastel towels. Alvin hopped up on the first shelf and twisted around. He reached behind the top of the door jamb inside the closet and groped around. He emerged with a light coating of dust on his ponytail and a large black cookie tin. Two seconds later, he brought down another one and sneezed.


  Alvin held the first box, and we both peered at the contents. What looked like dozens of postcards. A matching set to the ones Jimmy sent Alvin. Except these featured the Peace Tower, Mounties, tulips, skaters, flags, maple leaves. Our Ottawa shtick. The second one held more postcards and a roll of bills that looked like a couple of hundred bucks.


  I was surprised, but Alvin obviously wasn’t. “You knew?”


  “It’s where Jimmy and I always hid things we didn’t want people to find. Like extra money. I guess you were right. He didn’t want Ma and Vince to read the postcards.”


  “What wouldn’t he want us to read?”


  Alvin tightened his grip on the box. “Nothing, Vince.”


  In my experience, the best defence is a good offence. And offence is my speciality. I stepped forward, tilted my head and looked Vince Ferguson in the eye. “I’m glad you’re here. I want to ask you something. Will you excuse us, Alvin?”


  I guess it took Vince by surprise, because he followed me into my room.


  “Look,” I said, when the door clicked shut in Alvin’s astonished face. “I don’t like this any more than you do. But Alvin doesn’t know any of the details of the accusation against Jimmy.”


  “What accusation?”


  “Don’t bullshit me, Vince. I’m talking about Honey.”


  “That foolishness. There was nothing to any of that.”


  “Look, I don’t like you any more than you like me. And I particularly don’t like being in a confined space with you. So what? You have a big problem, and keeping stupid secrets won’t help.”


  “Wait a minute, you are an interloper here.”


  “No, you wait. I can understand why you might protect the family from whatever. And I even understand why you wouldn’t want people gossiping. But I am not in this for the gossip. You have a missing brother. I have a life on hold. So the sooner you get your head out of your butt the better.”


  Vince leaned down and stuck his face into mine. “Don’t let us stop you from going back to Ottawa.”


  “Maybe if you knew what you were doing, Jimmy wouldn’t be missing.”


  Vince turned grey. He sank onto the bed and buried his face in his hands. It took me by surprise. So perhaps that wasn’t the best way to get the answers I needed.


  “Okay, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t imply you were responsible for Jimmy’s disappearance.”


  He raised his head. “Maybe you should.” Now it was my turn to keep quiet. “If we’d handled it differently, it might have been better.”


  “Get it over with, Vince.”


  He took a deep breath before he spoke. “Jimmy was wild about that girl. First, we thought it was cute. He followed her everywhere whenever she was in town. He’d never had a girlfriend. Everyone in the family teased him a little bit, but it seemed so harmless. And she was away at Dalhousie University, except for holidays.”


  “Teenage boys get crushes.”


  “He didn’t always understand the effects of his actions.”


  “All right.”


  “We should have paid more attention. Anything that’s ever gone wrong has been because one of us wasn’t watching him.”


  “What exactly did he do?”


  “He’d sit on the bench across from her house. He’d follow her home if he saw her walking.”


  “Doesn’t sound too serious to me. He must have been about thirteen. And she was what, nineteen or so?”


  “Then he got his hands on her telephone number, and he’d call her whenever she was home from Dal.”


  “Did she tell him to stop?”


  “I think she liked having him follow her around like a dog.” Vince managed to malign both Jimmy and Honey with one sentence.


  “So she wasn’t bothered?”


  “Who knows. Her mother called to complain. Ma made Jimmy promise to stop.”


  “Then what?”


  “Then we didn’t even think much about it until the night the cops arrived to question Jimmy.” It was obvious that Vince was related to Alvin. You had to be prepared to drag everything out of both of them.


  “What did they question him about?”


  “They said a girl had been attacked. They wanted to know where Jimmy had been that evening.”


  “And where had Jimmy been?”


  “He was at the parish youth club. Later he went for a walk.”


  “He wasn’t doing homework or anything?”


  “It was a Friday night. Thanksgiving weekend.”


  “So he was out, but people couldn’t say where?”


  “After that, we really clamped down on him and made sure we always knew where he was. I’m not sure how seriously the cops took the youth club thing. It was a big crowd, and Jimmy wouldn’t have been the focus of anyone’s attention. Anybody could say they went for a walk.”


  “Okay, but the cops followed up on that church thing?”


  “Youth club. Yeah. Later on. Father Blaise said they did.”


  “But on the night they questioned Jimmy, what happened?”


  “They took him to the police station when we were out. Ma and I went over after.”


  “Why did they take him in?”


  “Why do you think?”


  “Cut the shit, Vince. What exactly was he accused of?”


  “Someone climbed in through a bedroom window and attempted to sexually assault her. The father heard a noise and knocked on her door asking if everything was all right.”


  “The alleged assault took place right in her home?”


  “Yes.”


  “Her bedroom. Where was it? On the second floor?”


  “How should I know? They wouldn’t even say who was attacked. They have to protect the victim. But we could figure it out by what they asked.”


  “So they told you the father scared the intruder away?”


  “Everyone knew.”


  “So once again, I have to ask, why Jimmy? We have a kid who’s never been in any kind of real trouble. All of sudden out of the blue he gets hauled into the cop shop to face serious allegations.”


  “It almost killed Ma.”


  “I can understand. But why did they come for Jimmy?”


  Vince’s voice broke. “Apparently she said our Jimmy tried to rape her.”


  Fifteen


  Once a defence lawyer, always a defence lawyer. I guess you can call it a curse. How would I have handled the investigation into the allegation that Jimmy Ferguson had attempted to rape a girl?


  “How did Jimmy know where her bedroom was?” Vince blinked. “You think Jimmy figured it out?”


  I liked the way the light dawned on Vince’s face.


  I went on, “Everyone keeps telling me how Jimmy wasn’t the best thinker.”


  “Finding a bedroom would hardly be rocket science.”


  “Did you know Honey’s house?”


  “Every guy in town drove by Honey Redmore’s house at least once.”


  “Redmore? That’s the name?”


  “Yes.”


  That sounded familiar, but I couldn’t figure out why. I turned my attention to the alleged attack. “How many stories high was the house?”


  “Three, I guess.”


  “Now I’m hearing Jimmy Ferguson was able to figure out which room in a three-story house belonged to this girl and managed to get into the right room without alarming the household. Is that right?”


  “That was what they said.”


  “Would you have known which bedroom was Honey’s?”


  He stared. “Of course not. I’d never set foot in that house.”


  “Can you prove that?”


  Vince was back on his feet yelling. “What are you talking about?”


  “I’d like you to get a feeling for how easy it is to set up suspicions and put a person on the defensive. You with your brains and experience and Ph.D., you’re feeling it. Imagine Jimmy. He wouldn’t have a hope in hell. So had he ever been in Honey Redmore’s house?”


  “No.”


  “Are you sure?”


  “Yes. We never would have heard the end of it from her family if he’d been in the house.” That was quite a long burst of conversation, for Vince.


  “Did they ask how he knew his way around?”


  “I don’t think so.” Vince stared at his hands. “I don’t remember that line of questioning. It was a long time ago. Ma and I were practically in a state of shock. We couldn’t believe it.”


  “Did he have legal representation?”


  Vince shook his head slowly. “No. We didn’t think he’d need it. We thought it was all a mistake.”


  “It was a mistake, all right, and you people made it, letting the police at that kid without a lawyer present.”


  “Why would he need a lawyer, when he couldn’t be guilty?”


  I said, “Read your newspapers if you want the answer to that.”


  “I guess you’re right.”


  “Was Jimmy charged?”


  “No.”


  “Do you know why?”


  “No. We heard rumours, of course.”


  “What rumours?”


  “That Honey refused to cooperate with the police. That she changed her story so they had no case against him.”


  “Really.”


  “A lot of people believed Jimmy had tried to attack her.”


  “And you had no way to clear his name.”


  “He was a juvenile. You can’t even talk about it. It took a long time for things to return to normal in our family.”


  “So Jimmy got convicted in some people’s minds without a trial,” I said.


  “That’s it.”


  “Would he understand why people were treating him strangely?”


  “He was upset that he couldn’t see Honey, but he didn’t really understand what was going on. It was harder on the rest of us. Tracy was only a teenager. Some of the other girls gave her a rough ride. Some of the boys too. Good thing Tracy can look after herself.”


  “I guess so.”


  “After that, we were careful when it came to Jimmy and girls.”


  “What do you mean? Did anything else happen?”


  “No, we made sure Jimmy spent time in productive ways or in visits with friends with an adult in the home. Especially evenings.”


  “And that didn’t bother Jimmy?”


  “We didn’t make a big deal of what we were doing. Allie seemed to be the one most upset by what happened.”


  “Alvin was?”


  “He was out of town, some school trip. When he found out, he had sort of a collapse. Like you claimed he had with Jimmy’s disappearance. He stopped functioning. He couldn’t even get out of bed. Then when we thought he was better, he started to get into fights at school. Came home with a bloody nose more than once.”


  “Really? I’ve seen Alvin face death and not lose his cool. Now you’re telling me on another occasion, he was behaving out of character. Do you know why? Did he learn anything about the attack?”


  “I don’t see how. He was on the debating team and he had a competition, somewhere that weekend. Halifax, I think.”


  The debating team. I should have realized. “And when he came back, he found out?”


  “That’s right. And he fell apart, and that was one more thing for Ma to deal with.”


  “Maybe it was one more thing for Alvin to deal with. Have you thought of that?”


  Vince shrugged. “He’s always been high-strung. Since they were kids.”


  
    * * *
  


  “You and Vince were talking an awful long time,” Alvin said.


  “Time is of the essence, Alvin.”


  “Yeah, but what were you talking about?”


  “More important, right now, I think it’s a good time to see what we haven’t checked out before.”


  “It seemed to me like it was a really long time.”


  “How do I find Father Blaise? I need to ask him a few questions.”


  “You don’t.”


  “What?”


  “Father Blaise is gone. Why?”


  “What do you mean gone?”


  “He left town.”


  “In the middle of the search for Jimmy, he actually left town? I thought he cut short his vacation to come home.”


  “Don’t yell at me, Camilla. I didn’t leave town.”


  “Well, I didn’t even know Jimmy, and I couldn’t leave town.”


  “But then you don’t have a bishop to give you marching orders. So what were you and Vince talking about?”


  “Stop harping on that. Where did he go?”


  “Vince? Downstairs. They’re heading out to search down near Lingan. I’m going to go with them.”


  “I mean Father Blaise, and you know it. And don’t even think about joining one of those searches. I need you for our investigation, which is finally going somewhere. I don’t know the town well enough to manage without you.”


  Alvin assumed a posture of insouciant insubordination. His eyes slanted, his ponytail swung, his nose pointed elsewhere. I knew I couldn’t trust him to do what he was told. Great. This was the Alvin I was used to. In a moment of madness I reached out and hugged him. The first time ever. Probably the last too.


  “Let’s head back downtown, Alvin.”


  
    * * *
  


  I called Donald Donnie’s and reached Mrs. Parnell. I filled her in on what we’d learned and gave her a task. “Find out where the priest went and if he remembers anything about Jimmy the night of the supposed attack. He’s bound to know about it.”


  Then Alvin and I, and, of course, Gussie, were off to hit the video store.


  The guy behind the counter had a hangdog expression despite his lovely sky blue hair. I held up Jimmy’s picture. “Did you see this man on Canada Day?”


  He said, “Man? You mean Jimmy Ferguson?”


  “Right.”


  “He was here. Sorry about that, Allie. Feel real bad.”


  “You back home now?” Alvin said.


  “Doing a couple of summer courses.”


  “When was he here?” I interrupted.


  “Around six, I guess. Give or take.”


  “And did you tell the police this?”


  “The police?”


  “Yes.”


  “No,” he said.


  “Why not?”


  “They didn’t ask me.”


  “Didn’t the police interview the staff here?”


  “Yeah, but I was off, eh. I just came in to pick up my smokes. Who is she, Allie?”


  Alvin said, “It’s easier just to get it over with.”


  I said, “Okay. So when you saw Jimmy, did you notice him with anyone?”


  “I don’t think so. He came in by himself.”


  “I guess you wouldn’t remember what video he borrowed.” I figured the police would have this information, but we could at least catch up to them.


  “He didn’t get a video.”


  “He didn’t?”


  “No, he was looking at them, and then all of a sudden he kind of took off.”


  “He did? Without a video? You’re sure of that?”


  “Jeez, yeah. I was headed out, and he almost knocked me over.”


  “Running?”


  “Yeah. Sometimes he did that, you know. He’d get spooked and take off.”


  “That’s true,” Alvin said.


  “Did you notice what spooked him?”


  His brow furrowed. “No.”


  “I think it might be important.”


  “Jeez. I wish I could help.”


  I leaned forward on the counter. “I wish you could too. In fact, I’m a little pissed off no one else here would have been public-spirited enough to let the police know.”


  “They probably didn’t see him.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Well, Jimmy was kind of crouched behind those shelves looking for X-Men.”


  “The comic?”


  “No, not the comic, the video. I passed him when I ducked into the back room.”


  “Okay, show us.”


  I hadn’t noticed the line that had formed behind us, but an in-charge looking guy had and walked over. “Problem?”


  “No. They want to know where Jimmy Ferguson was standing when he was in here the other night?”


  “He was here?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Nobody told me.”


  “Jeez, I feel like shit.”


  “Do what you have to,” the supervisor said. “I’ll take care of your line.”


  Buddy with the blue hair showed us where Jimmy had been standing. “He asked me if X-Men was in when I went by him. I showed him where it would be if it was in, and he went to pick it up. Gussie was with him too.” Gussie’s tail drummed on the floor.


  “You’re right,” I said. “They couldn’t see him from over here.”


  “Yeah.”


  “And while you were walking out, something spooked him, and he ran by you.”


  “Yeah.”


  “Was anyone else in the aisle?”


  He closed his eyes. “No,” he said, after a minute.


  “Between Jimmy and the front?”


  Again with the eyes closed. “No. And I didn’t pass anyone.”


  “He couldn’t see over these racks to the counter or the next aisle.”


  “I guess not. No, you really can’t, eh. Jimmy’s about my height.”


  “But he could see outside.”


  The three of us stared through the window at the street.


  “Yeah.”


  Alvin said, “So he might have seen someone that frightened him.”


  I turned to Alvin. “But if someone spooked him, he wouldn’t run towards them.”


  Alvin rubbed his upper lip. “You have to know Jimmy. He doesn’t always do the logical thing.”


  “But the video store was full of people. Surely someone would have helped him. He could have phoned Vince or your mother.”


  Alvin put his hand on my arm. “You might have done that, Camilla. Or I might have. But Jimmy could panic. If he panicked, he’d run. It wouldn’t have to make sense.”


  I turned to our blue-haired buddy. “Did you notice anyone outside?”


  “Jeez. I don’t know. I noticed Jimmy, because that was kind of unusual, you know. But I saw some ladies outside. I don’t remember anyone in particular. Sorry, I wish I had.”


  “It’s okay,” Alvin said. “You helped a lot.”


  “Did he make a phone call?”


  “Not while I was around.”


  “Thanks for your help. We have to let the police know what you saw. They’ll talk to you too. And listen, let us know if you think of anyone else you saw or remember anyone who was walking by. They might have seen which way Jimmy went, even if they didn’t realize it was him.”


  “Okay. I’ll call you, Allie.”


  “Thanks a lot.”


  “Listen, it’s probably not important, but I saw which way he ran.”


  “You did?”


  “Yeah. He ran down that way.”


  
    * * *
  


  “Now we are going to think like Jimmy. You know him better than anyone in the world, Alvin,” I said as we headed down Charlotte Street in the direction our blue-haired friend had pointed.


  “Except my family.”


  “Including your family. I think that’s part of it.”


  “What are you talking about, Camilla?”


  “We’ll discuss that later. Right now, we’re running out of time, so we’d better hop to it. What would Jimmy do if he was in the video store, and he saw someone he was afraid of?”


  “He’d hide.”


  “Okay, so let’s assume whoever Jimmy saw was out on the street.”


  “Right.”


  “Let’s assume it’s who and not what.”


  “Okay.”


  I had to admit I missed the old Alvin. For all he could piss you off, he was always thinking straight and usually a jump ahead.


  “Work with me, Alvin.”


  “Poor Jimmy,” Alvin said.


  “Forget the poor Jimmy crap, Alvin. All your affection for Jimmy interferes with your ability to figure out what could have happened to him. We have to use our brains. Dump the emotion.”


  “I’ll try.”


  “Think. Would he really run out into the same street where the person he was afraid of was? It doesn’t make sense.”


  Alvin hesitated. “Maybe. If he panicked. If he was terrified.”


  “Remember, forget the emotion, Alvin.”


  “Right. No, he probably wouldn’t have.”


  “Good. That probably means one of two situations.”


  “I get you. Either the person was no longer in sight or he might have been in the video store.”


  
    * * *
  


  Buddy blue-hair seemed reconciled to seeing us again. Maybe he thought it was bad dream.


  “I noticed Jimmy because he was crouched between me and the back room, and I passed him twice and he asked me about the video. And I guess because he was looking a bit weird.”


  “And you didn’t notice anyone else in the shop at the time?”


  “No one in particular.”


  “But you didn’t tell the police you’d seen Jimmy in here acting strangely?”


  He shuffled. “I feel shitty about that now. I didn’t think much about it at the time. It kind of firmed up when you were asking me about him and where he was and who could see him.”


  “But you knew Jimmy was missing, and you knew you had seen him.”


  “Well, yeah, but this was hours before he was last seen. I never even thought to call the cops. I heard on the radio people saw him at Fuzzy’s. Fuzzy’s doesn’t open until it starts to get dark.”


  He had a point. “And you’re sure you saw him before six.”


  “Don’t mind her,” Alvin said. “She’s from away.”


  “Cool. And the time is one thing I’m sure of. I was in a hurry to meet my girlfriend. She gets pissed off if I’m late.”


  “Thanks,” Alvin said.


  “Hey, Allie, like I said, everyone’s sorry about Jimmy.”


  Sixteen


  I called Ray Deveau on my cellphone. Of course, I had to leave a message after the beep. “He’ll probably be really steamed about our theory of the person being in the video store. A lot of extra work interviewing the staff again. But our role is to stir things up, get things moving. Right, Alvin? Now where were we?”


  Alvin said, “Déjà vu, all over again.”


  “You know what? I can’t remember the last time we ate,” I said.


  “You ate lunch. At one-thirty.”


  “My point exactly. About eight hours ago, and since then we’ve been legging it all over town. Let’s hit Fuzzy’s.”


  “I can’t eat lately,” Alvin said.


  “Fine, you can watch. Don’t look at me that way. We might pick up some info for the price of an order of fries. I hear they’re worth their weight in gold anyway.”


  The tantalizing fry fragrance filled the air as we joined the line-up. Alvin seemed to know everyone. Although this was Sydney, and people would be chatting, whether they knew each other or not. Total strangers talked to me, too.


  I worked up and down the line asking if anyone had seen Jimmy Ferguson on Canada Day. After ten minutes of working the crowd, we had nothing but sympathy. Then Alvin got lucky talking to a couple of kids with baseball caps and baggy jeans. “We told the cops, eh. We saw him.”


  “You guys here a lot?”


  “Pretty much in the summer.”


  “What time did you see him?” I asked, horning in.


  “It’s okay,” Alvin said. “She’s with me.”


  “Seriously?” the first kid said, giving me a look.


  “Close to nine, we figured,” the second kid said. “That’s what we told the cops. Just getting dark. Couldn’t have been much later.”


  The first kid said, “He’ll turn up.”


  The second kid said, “Gotta.”


  “Was he alone?” I asked.


  “Yeah. But, like, there were lots of people around.”


  “Was he talking to anyone?”


  “Just hi and that.”


  “Did he look scared?”


  “I thought he was excited. He kept looking around. Maybe he was scared.”


  Alvin said, “But he got some fries?”


  “Oh yeah, he got fries.”


  I said, “We’re trying to figure out if he made a phone call. We’re not sure where he would have gone to make it.”


  “Hey, that’s easy. He made a call from this girl’s cellphone.” Alvin said, “What girl?”


  “We saw him talking to her for a minute. And then she passed him the phone, and he made this call.”


  “Did you know her?”


  “She was, like, a tourist.”


  “From the States,” the other one said.


  “How do you know?”


  “We talked to her later. She said she was from Georgia.”


  “She knew Jimmy?”


  “Nah, he just used her phone.”


  “Is she staying in town?”


  “She was with her old man. They were driving to Louisbourg the next day and then back to the States.”


  “You don’t think he was afraid of her?”


  “No man, she was one hot babe.”


  “What did Jimmy do after he used the phone?”


  “He headed that way with his fries.”


  Alvin jerked his head. “Behind the fire station?”


  “Yeah, that’s where he went. Over that way. In a hurry.”


  “Thanks, guys. That’s a big help.”


  “Any time, eh. We told the cops.”


  I said, “Did you tell the police about the girl from Georgia and the cellphone?” They shook their heads. “Let me guess,” I said. “They didn’t ask.”


  By this time, we’d reached the head of the line and ordered. The guy in the chip wagon remembered seeing Jimmy, but not when, not where and not anything unusual about him.


  “Did he come from the same direction he usually did?”


  “The cops asked me that. I looked up, and he was at the window.”


  “And?”


  “If you were planning on asking me if he left the way he usually did, I can’t answer that either. I didn’t even see him leave.” He wiped his forehead, “Sure wish I had. Maybe it could have helped.”


  If the Fergusons (except for Alvin) could eat non-stop every day, why couldn’t I have a bit extra in the course of my duty? I took the largest size fries and went back to tracing Jimmy’s movements. I hoped that Ray Deveau could make out the new message I left about the tourist from Georgia and the cellphone, since my mouth was full.


  Alvin was standing on the steps of the United Baptist Church on the corner of Charlotte and Townsend, where a small group of people were enjoying their fries. I joined him and looked around.


  “This is different,” he said.


  “You mean eating fries on the church step. Yeah, I guess it is.”


  “Jimmy always sat here to eat his fries. Unless he was with Ma and Vince. They didn’t think you should eat on church steps, even Protestants.”


  I munched a couple of fries before I said, “Maybe he was watching out for someone. Or something he was afraid of. We can already figure out he made the call to Brandon from here saying he was afraid.”


  Alvin said. “You know what it was? He got some fries because he would have been ravenous by then, and he was missing the barbecue. He had seen someone that scared him, so he didn’t want to take his usual route.”


  I didn’t say anything, because I had another mouth full of fries. I tried to make a face to indicate interest.


  “That’s it, Camilla. Jimmy was hiding. He just came out to get food.”


  I swallowed my chip. “Hiding? He really wasn’t too well hidden. Everyone could see him, and he ate his chips in front of people.”


  Alvin said, “You must realize by now Jimmy didn’t think like other people. Something would trigger a fear, and he’d be gone. But you could always see his shoes sticking out from under the bed or his shadow behind the shower curtain. Or whatever.”


  “Right.”


  “Maybe he thought he was safe in the crowd near Fuzzy’s. If he didn’t spot whoever spooked him, he might figure he couldn’t be seen either. And most likely that person wasn’t around right then. From his point of view, it would make sense.”


  “Good point, Alvin. What would his point of view have been? Quite a long time had elapsed between running out of the video store and showing up here. Was he being cautious? He approached a stranger to make a call, so he couldn’t have been too panicked.”


  “A girl, though,” he said. “He was never afraid of girls.”


  “What about if...” But my voice was drowned out in a screech of brakes. A beat-up Chevy Nova shuddered to a halt about six inches inside a crosswalk. A sweet little lady gave the driver the finger. She added a few speculations about his parentage.


  “Great vocabulary,” Alvin said, admiringly.


  I said nothing. My mind had shot into overdrive.


  “Don’t be such a prude, Camilla. She could have been killed.”


  “That’s it, Alvin.”


  “What?”


  “Wasn’t that hit and run right here? Near Fuzzy’s? Canada Day?”


  “I didn’t hear about any hit and run.”


  “It was in the papers. And Thomas’s grandmother mentioned it. But now I’m wondering. What are the chances in a town this size, same day, same corner, a fatal hit and run and a missing kid?”


  “You mean Jimmy might have seen something?”


  “Exactly. What would he have done if he had?”


  “It would depend. You never could tell with Jimmy. He might have told someone what he saw. He might hide.”


  “What’s the longest he ever hid?”


  “You mean, you think he might still be hiding?” A flash of hope lit up Alvin’s face.


  “Could be. He’d be really traumatized by something like that. Especially if he was already frightened.”


  “He might be alive.” Behind the cat’s-eye glasses, Alvin’s eyes shone.


  “We have to believe that.”


  “But he can’t be in Sydney. Someone would have seen him.”


  “Maybe so, but let’s try to figure out if he could have seen something, and then work on what might have happened next.”


  Alvin said. “This is the only hope we’ve had. Maybe he got out of town.”


  “Maybe.” I headed back toward the chip wagon.


  “That accident that happened last week,” I said to a guy in line, “did you hear about it?”


  “This corner? It can be a freakin’ zoo.”


  “I’m talking about the hit and run. I think you only had one of those. A tourist, I think.”


  From way down the line a voice piped up. “We saw the whole thing. That poor guy lost his face. Goddam idiot driving.”


  “I saw it too,” someone else said.


  “Me too.”


  “Yeah, young guy, minding his own business. Bad way to die.”


  Before long I had confirmation. It tied in with what I’d read in the library earlier. Alvin slumped against the telephone pole, paler than death. “You heard them, Camilla. It was a young guy.”


  “What? Driving the car? Can Jimmy drive?”


  “I don’t mean that. Camilla. What if it was Jimmy that got hit?”


  I stared at him. “That’s crazy. Snap out of it, Alvin. And don’t go slumping and humming either. Jimmy needs you conscious and thinking clearly.”


  “It could have been him.”


  I took the plunge and asked around. “Did anyone notice what the victim was wearing?”


  “Jeans and aT-shirt.”


  “And a baseball cap.”


  “That’s what Jimmy had on. But who identified the victim as a tourist?” Alvin was hyperventilating by this time.


  “Half the world is dressed like that. I’m dressed liked that, except for the cap.”


  “It could have been him. Vince didn’t go to the cops until after ten. Maybe they’d already got the wrong name, and they didn’t even think about Jimmy.”


  “Let’s not indulge in egregious speculations, Alvin. We can talk to the cops and find out what happened.”


  Alvin is not a fan of talking to the cops. Even so, he said, “Yeah. You’re right.”


  “I’ll call Ray Deveau and tell him it’s an emergency. I hate breaking in new police officers.”


  Ray Deveau picked up the phone at his desk. Life is full of surprises.


  
    * * *
  


  Deveau didn’t yell at us when we met him at the police station. Turned out when the investigating was over for the day, the paperwork began. It was starting to tell on him, judging by the bags under his pale blue eyes. “You’ve been busy,” he said with a ghost of a smile.


  “Alvin wants to ask some questions about his brother’s disappearance.”


  Ray Deveau glanced over at Alvin, who was leaning against the wall, looking limper than usual. “You all right, Alvin?”


  “What do you think? His brother’s missing. He’s upset.”


  “Tell him, Camilla. About the hit and run.”


  “Alvin wants to know how you established the victim of the hit and run was an unknown tourist and not Jimmy.”


  Deveau ran his hands through his pale hair. “Oh, boy,” he said.


  “Save it. This is a legitimate question.”


  “We confirmed his identity without question. You want to sit down, Alvin?”


  “Because,” I said, with remarkable reasonableness, “when this man was hit, Jimmy was seen in the same vicinity. When you identified the victim, you didn’t know Jimmy was missing. No one is blaming you, Sergeant.”


  He chuckled. “Well, that’s good. But I can assure you both, Jimmy was not the victim.”


  “Are you one hundred per cent certain?”


  “Yes.”


  “How do you know? He was a tourist. A stranger.”


  “The victim’s name was Greg Hornyk. He was a young teacher from New Brunswick here on his honeymoon. Day two.”


  “How can you be sure since no one knew him?”


  “His wife knew him.”


  “His wife?”


  “She identified the body.”


  “They said his face was destroyed by the impact.”


  “She was standing right beside him. She witnessed the accident. She saw the whole thing happen.”


  “Oh. But why didn’t you have the name earlier?”


  “She had to be restrained after the hit and run. She collapsed and hit her head, on top of everything else. The boys hauled her off to the hospital. It was a while before we could make any sense out of her. Then we needed to contact family members.”


  “They didn’t haveID?” This was Alvin.


  “As a matter of fact, they didn’t. They’d left their valuables back at the hotel desk and their room keys too. They took a few dollars and went for a stroll on the boardwalk to see the Canada Day stuff. Then they decided to get fries. The girl at the hotel desk told them about Fuzzy’s. She feels terrible now.”


  “Wrong place, wrong time,” I said.


  Ray Deveau said, “It was a tragedy, Alvin, but it wasn’t Jimmy.”


  “Thank you,” I said.


  Alvin walked ahead of me, loping towards the front door of the station. I turned back to say something to Deveau.


  He beat me to the punch. “You two look beat. I’m leaving now. You need a lift?”


  “Sure, if you take dogs too.”


  “Can’t do much to my car.”


  His Taurus was cluttered with kids’ toys, paper and a stack of stuff from the dry cleaners, which I managed to keep Gussie from lying on.


  As we pulled onto Crescent Street, Deveau said, “Mrs. Hornyk is still pretty distraught. She’s gone back to New Brunswick, but she’s in a bad way.”


  “I’ve been in that situation.”


  “Right, I gave Lennie a call. He mentioned that,” he said. “I know what it’s like to lose somebody. So we both realize it’s not a good idea to get in touch with her unless it’s absolutely necessary. That right?”


  “No need now,” I said.


  “Good.”


  “By the way, speaking of leaving town, did your guys talk to Reefer Keefer?”


  “He’s skipped. Must have been right after you left. Thanks for that tip, though. Reefer’s not swift enough to stay lost for long. But if you’re suggesting him for the hit and run, he doesn’t match the description of the driver.”


  “Reefer?” Alvin snorted. “Way too mellow.”


  “Get some sleep,” Deveau said, as we climbed out of the car.


  “You too,” Alvin said.


  I said, “You told us the hit and run driver didn’t look like Reefer. Does that mean you got a good description? I haven’t heard one.”


  “We sure did. And we’re on it. Just a matter of time, step by step.”


  “If you say so,” I said.


  Seventeen


  We were not permitted to drag our weary butts to bed without bringing Mrs. Parnell, Donald Donnie and Loretta up to date on everything that had happened. That seemed to take as long in the retelling as it had in real time. Maybe I rambled a tad because of the generous pair of rum and cokes Donald Donnie pressed on me. Whatever, there’s something about having a small, intense crowd hang on your every word.


  Alvin had already crashed. Ditto Gussie.


  When I had finished the litany of events, the phone call to Brandon, Reefer’s departure, Jimmy’s peculiar behaviour in the video store and later at Fuzzy’s and the odd coincidence of the hit and run, Mrs. Parnell leaned back.


  “Well done, Ms. MacPhee. You have covered a lot of territory.”


  “Yes, in every sense.”


  “I have less to report,” she said, “but I think you will find it interesting, all the same.”


  “Indeed,” Donald Donnie said.


  “You found out something? Where?”


  “Right here, Ms. MacPhee. Another piece of the puzzle.”


  “That’s true enough, isn’t it, Dad?”


  “I waited until young Ferguson was asleep in case he was troubled by it.”


  “Troubled by what?” I sometimes wish Miss Manners would permit one to scream “get to the point.”


  “Something else Donald Donnie mentioned about Jimmy’s accident.” Mrs. Parnell blew a pair of triumphant smoke rings.


  “And that was?”


  “Why don’t you tell it, Donald Donnie?”


  “I’ll tell it,” Loretta said. “Violet thinks it might explain Allie’s reactions.”


  “Tell it soon,” I said.


  “What Violet got excited about is what we remember.”


  “Although, indeed, it was a long time ago,” Donald Donnie said.


  “Sixteen years. I remember like it was yesterday, whether you do or not, Dad.”


  I cleared my throat.


  Loretta said, “You’re getting a bit of a cold there, Camilla. Anyway, Allie came running up the hill, hollering for help and, of course, as you know, no one came out except Tracy, who couldn’t have been more than nine. What could she do?”


  “Here’s the part,” Mrs. Parnell said.


  “And he was screaming and crying that the big boys were after Jimmy.”


  “The big boys? What big boys?”


  “We don’t know.”


  “And when you got down to the park, did you see any boys?”


  Donald Donnie’s voice cracked. “All I saw was little Jimmy’s face down in the dirty water. I didn’t even look for boys. I gave him mouth-to-mouth, and Mum called for the ambulance.”


  “What about afterwards? What did Alvin say then?”


  “Well, that’s it, he never said a thing, did he, Dad?”


  “Indeed he didn’t. Jimmy was in intensive care for a long time. We knew he had brain damage, and the doctors believed he would die. Allie took to his bed. When they questioned him, he couldn’t remember a damn thing.”


  “Of course, you told the police this at the time? Or did they ask?”


  “Indeed, we told them. I don’t think they believed a word. We didn’t see any boys. Allie didn’t remember anything. No one else was around.”


  “And the Fergusons?”


  “They were too busy blaming Allie and absolving themselves. They thought he said it to get himself off the hook for leaving his little brother, right, Dad?”


  I said, “Well, it’s probably not connected with Jimmy’s disappearance, but if it’s true, it sure explains a lot about Alvin’s reactions.”


  “Right you are, Ms. MacPhee. It’s typical of these boys to forget some terrible event and then suffer from flashbacks.”


  “It might be even worse for Alvin if some other children caused Jimmy’s brain injury. But if we know for sure, we can help him deal with it.”


  “Perhaps,” Mrs. P. said. “Perhaps.”


  At that point I woke up Gussie, and we hiked back to the Fergusons’ and the pink ruffled room next to Vince. None of the small pack of Fergusons I encountered inquired about Alvin. They had no word on Jimmy, and at the end of day four that was very bad news.


  
    * * *
  


  It was hard to believe the next morning that I’d had any sleep. My dreams were full of tearing metal, body impacts, videos and vile smelling French fries.


  When I opened my eyes, I realized it wasn’t the fries. I gave Gussie a push off the bed and crawled out to face the day. Even a shower and shampoo didn’t seem to make much difference.


  Alvin and Mrs. P. had already arrived from next door for breakfast. Alvin looked daisy fresh as he bustled about in the kitchen. Mrs. Parnell was also full of pep. Gussie had preceded me to the kitchen by a full fifteen minutes and wolfed the last serving of French toast. I muscled my way to the coffee pot. Mrs. Parnell had news.


  “Father Blaise is in Ottawa? You’re kidding me,” I said.


  Mrs. Parnell shrugged. “He’s attending a conference at St. Paul’s University. Loretta and Donald Donnie checked their sources. Father Blaise is on the program and couldn’t cancel out. He’ll be in Ottawa for a week. That’s the best I can come up with. Apparently he was not at all happy to go. He wanted to stay with the Fergusons.”


  “Well, well, well. Maybe you can find out how to reach him.”


  “I’m on it, Ms. MacPhee. I’ll give St. Paul’s a call and see how you can contact him.”


  “Ready to roll, Camilla?” Alvin said.


  
    * * *
  


  We were back downtown before Gussie knew we were gone.


  Alvin said. “The shifts probably change for holidays. We should check with everyone who works at the video store to see if anyone remembers who else was in the shop when Jimmy was hiding. If Jimmy ran out and ran down the street, it would be because either the person had left, or was in the video store.”


  “Or maybe the person walked off in the opposite direction. Or was no longer in view. Or maybe Jimmy panicked.”


  “Yeah.”


  “You know something, Alvin, let’s pick this stuff off in the order of likelihood. My money’s on someone being in the video shop.”


  Too bad no one in the video store remembered anything. We decided to wait for the next shift. Our blue-haired buddy wasn’t working that morning.


  I said, “Okay, let’s keep going anyway. The second most likely scenario is the person walked in the opposite direction. No?”


  “I guess so.”


  “Let’s retrace where Jimmy might have gone.”


  “We know he ran down Charlotte Street.”


  When we reached the corner by Fuzzy’s, deserted in the daytime, we had three choices. Four if you counted retracing our steps. Alvin couldn’t imagine Jimmy doing that.


  “Okay, be Jimmy for a minute, Alvin, where would you go?”


  Alvin pursed his lips. “Not down Townsend that way.”


  “Why not?”


  “Jimmy was scared of a big German Shepherd that used to live on that block. He wouldn’t go past the house.”


  “That doesn’t make sense.”


  “Look, you told me to be Jimmy. I’m being Jimmy. I’m afraid of the dog that used to live in that house. Accept it.”


  “Right. Narrows the field. Let’s try out the remaining two.”


  “He was seen on the boardwalk.”


  “But he was seen on the boardwalk in the evening. If you were Jimmy, would you stay on the boardwalk all that time?”


  Alvin thought for a minute. “No, someone would have seen him.”


  “And he used to hide if he was scared.”


  “He couldn’t hide on the boardwalk. So where would he hide?”


  “Okay, Alvin, let’s keep walking down Charlotte Street toward the park and keep thinking like Jimmy. Maybe he was trying to get home.”


  “Jimmy wasn’t crazy about this route either.”


  “Why not?”


  “Who knows? But he’d never walk all the way to the end.”


  We were already part way. “So what would he do? Hide?”


  “Maybe. Behind someone’s house perhaps. In a garage.”


  “What?”


  We stared at each other. Could Jimmy Ferguson be stuck in someone’s garage for more than four days? Accidentally locked in by someone who’d left town?


  “If Violet were here, she’d suggest a military strategy,” Alvin said.


  “Good thinking. Let’s split up. You take this side, and I’ll take the other.”


  Alvin said, “No. We’re working well together. One of us might notice something the other one didn’t.”


  “Deal.” We agreed to start again at the top of the street and to knock on every door. If someone was home, we’d explain we were looking for Jimmy and ask if we could search the back yard, garage and basement. We’d ask if they had seen Jimmy on Canada Day. If no one was home, we decided to overlook the finer points of the law in terms of trespassing.


  
    * * *
  


  “Stop looking so down, Alvin.”


  “We’ve been at it for an hour, we’re coming up empty and we’re halfway down the street.”


  “We have to keep slogging. We don’t have anything more effective to do.”


  “I could be out combing the woods with everyone else.”


  “Go do it, Alvin, if it makes you happy. I’ll keep on here.”


  Alvin stood, staring at his feet.


  “Go ahead. If you really think you have more chance to find Jimmy in the woods, that’s where you should be.”


  “You don’t have to shout. I thought you might manage a pep talk.”


  “You want a pep talk? Here it is. Move your butt.”


  Five backyards, four garages, two sheds and a pergola later, I felt I needed a pep talk myself.


  Alvin said. “Jimmy would never go further on this street. Something about it bothered him.”


  “Fine, we’ll finish and try the other direction.”


  Alvin said, “You know something? I’m being Jimmy. I run down here in a panic and then, I think, hey wait, this is that part of the street, and then I think of whatever scared me in the first place about that area, and this makes me panic more.”


  “So we give a little extra attention to this part of the street.”


  We were in front of a large brown house with an old-fashioned covered veranda. Alvin rang the doorbell, and I checked the mailbox. I rifled through several pieces of mail, plus flyers from Sobey’s and Atlantic Superstore. “Looks like the Smith family has been away for a couple of days, Alvin.” A broom, some flower pots and a few gardening tools in a little carrying basket lay on the veranda. Alvin kept ringing, and I stepped to the end of the veranda to check if there was another path to the backyard. By the edge of the veranda, wrinkled and curled, lay an X-Men comic.


  “Bingo, Alvin,” I said. “Time to call the cops.”


  “Hey, Camilla, we don’t have to. They’re already here.”


  “That’s great.” I bustled down to the sidewalk. “Officer? Could you come around here? What? Wait a minute. Why the hell should I put my hands on top of the car?”


  “Lord thundering Jesus,” Alvin said.


  There might be worse outcomes than ending up in the holding tank in Cape Breton Regional Police Force’s Central Division, but I was hard pressed to imagine them. Plus that goddam fingerprint ink is hell to get off.


  
    * * *
  


  Ray Deveau was in his usual good humour as he entered the interview room, where I was fuming. He had Alvin with him. He said, “I can’t wait to hear your explanation.”


  “Apparently doing the job the police should have done.” With any other cop that would have been a strategic error.


  Ray Deveau threw back his head and laughed. “We don’t usually get involved in breaking and entering. They must have different methods on the Mainland.”


  “Very funny. You know we weren’t breaking and entering.”


  “Neighbours saw you going in and out of garages and slinking about in backyards. We must have had half a dozen 911 calls.”


  “Do I look like I can slink?”


  “Under the right circumstance, I’m betting you could.”


  “Be serious.”


  Alvin said, “Are you blushing, Camilla?”


  “No, but I think I might be having a stroke.”


  Ray Deveau laughed harder. Finally he wiped his eyes. “It’s hard for us not to charge you, considering the number of laws you violated.”


  Alvin sniffed. He hates getting arrested.


  I said, “Go right ahead and charge. It will make good reading. Lets see: Heartbroken brother of missing boy, tired of police incompetence, finds trail and gets arrested in police cover-up.”


  “Just kidding,” he said. “What trail?”


  “It will all come out in court.”


  “Don’t get huffy. If you found something, we’d better get on it.”


  Alvin blurted it out. “We found the X-Men comic Jimmy had with him the day he disappeared. On the veranda where we got arrested. We told those cops who we were and what we were doing. They wouldn’t listen. It’s still there.”


  “If it’s any consolation, those guys are never gonna make detectives. I’ll keep you informed about what happens.”


  “Better bring us with you. And a scene of the crime tech. Plus you’ll need Thomas’s fingerprints. I imagine you already have Jimmy’s.”


  “It’s a great break. We’ll get a search warrant for the property. As a lawyer, I imagine you know about that irritating due process stuff.”


  Turned out Ray Deveau’s good nature did not extend to inviting us to join the investigation. However, he did have us sent home in a squad car, which was easy on the feet.


  
    * * *
  


  Loretta and Donald Donnie were overjoyed to be asked about the Smiths. As a bonus, I got some pretzels for breakfast and a Joe Louis for lunch.


  “Loretta will check out the street, won’t you, Mum?”


  “You need a cover,” Mrs. Parnell said, her eyes gleaming. “You don’t want to give away our position.”


  “Don’t you worry, I’ve got a cover all right, don’t I, Dad?.”


  Loretta flipped through the phonebook and began making calls. She was working her way through everyone who lived on the street, asking for donations for something she called the Find Jimmy Ferguson Fund. All the conversations went something like this: “That’ll be grand. Donald Donnie will be right along to pick that up, dear, as soon as his arthritis is a bit better. Isn’t it a shame about that poor boy? Awful. Awful. Awful. I heard the police have been asking everyone if they saw anything unusual on Canada Day. Donald Donnie thinks they figure it was a kidnapping. What? Today? I can’t believe it. A man and a woman. Did they? A ponytail? Dangerous? Really?”


  Alvin let out a bleat.


  “But what about the day in question, dear? Did you see anything then? No? No sign of Jimmy? Of course, you’d tell the police. No, no, I don’t think you’re dumber than a cow’s arse. Sometimes, we see things we don’t know are important. No, that’s not what I’m saying.”


  Five calls later and she hit the jackpot. “The Smiths are out of town, all right. But they’re only in Ingonish. We’re on to them.”


  It took another three calls to track down the very same Smiths at their cabin in Ingonish Beach. Loretta had refined her tactic.


  “My God, girl,” she said, when Mrs. Smith finally came to the phone. “The police are all over your place.” We couldn’t really make out the squeaks and squawks. “It has to do with that Jimmy Ferguson being missing... God, yes he is. Since Canada Day. Did you not hear about that? It’s been all over the radio and television... Well, you heard it now. Yes, it is awful. But listen, the police want to talk to you... Because, his comic book was found on your front porch. They’re getting a search warrant. They’ll have a scene of the crime officer in your garden and everything. They’ll go through your dresser drawers. They’ll dig up your garden... Well, dear, no one’s accusing you. When did you leave town?... Oh, not until Monday... I don’t mean anything by that... He went missing on Sunday, Canada Day. They’ll want to know if you saw him hiding out in your area. Maybe in your backyard... Go on! Did he?... Was he?... No! And you saw this?... You’re right. That is very strange... What? At your door now. Ask them to wait. I want to hear about the...”


  Loretta slammed down the phone. “Well, if that’s not the living end. She hung up because the Mounties were banging on the door. Isn’t that something, Dad?”


  Eighteen


  Alvin’s long, fishlike fingers twitched near Loretta’s neck.


  “We need to know what Mrs. Smith said.” I did not say cut the dramatic bullshit, which took some self-control on my part.


  “Well, if it’s so important, why aren’t you willing to wait and hear the story?” By now, Loretta was definitely in sulk mode.


  “Everyone would relish your story, Loretta,” Mrs. Parnell said. “But it is urgent. Give them the bare bones of it, and you can repeat it, adding all the rich detail, later. While young Ferguson and Ms. MacPhee are investigating, you can call your friend back and find out what the police wanted. I am certain she’ll be delighted to tell you.” Loretta glowed.


  “So,” I said. “What happened?”


  “She saw him. In her backyard. He seemed to be playing a game with a woman, then Jimmy careened into the roses. Destroyed her prize Peace rose bush and God knows what else.”


  “A woman?”


  “Yes. She said the woman shouted she was sorry, and she’d pay for any damage to the flowers, but she had to get Jimmy home fast. Then Jimmy broke right through the cedar hedge and took off, and the woman took off after him. Mrs. Smith was planning to call your mother when she got back from Ingonish and tell her to replace the rose bush.”


  “Did Jimmy say anything?”


  “She said no, but he was crying, and now she’ll never forgive herself. I mean, it was only a frigging rose bush.”


  We stared at Loretta.


  Alvin said, “What woman would have been chasing Jimmy to take him home?”


  
    * * *
  


  Mrs. Parnell took charge of the next phase. Unlike me and Alvin, she commanded respect from the Fergusons. Mrs. Ferguson, Frances Ann and Tracy were stunned. None of them had gone to find Jimmy, much less chased him through a garden, trampling a rose bush before bursting through a cedar fence.


  “Chased him? Do you think we’re crazy?” Frances Ann said.


  “No one would chase Jimmy. He would panic even if one of us chased him.” Tracy had tears in her eyes.


  “Imagine, then,” Mrs. Parnell said, “what would Jimmy do if someone else was chasing him?”


  Mrs. Ferguson gripped her throat. “He could have another seizure. Oh, holy mother of God.”


  Alvin let out that low keening sound.


  I gripped his elbow.


  
    * * *
  


  “Poor boy,” Mrs. Parnell said, inhaling deeply in sympathy.


  Alvin was back at Loretta and Donald Donnie’s. Gussie was snuggled up next to him on the sofa.


  “I hope he’s in control, because he’s been the key so far,” I said. “Do you hear me, Alvin? Jimmy needs you.”


  I squinted to avoid the smoke Mrs. Parnell aimed at me.


  “Don’t go too far in that direction. Remember, Ms. MacPhee.”


  “Remember what?” Alvin said.


  “We figure your spells are connected with Jimmy’s accident. And we’ll make sure we deal with them after we find him,” I said.


  “Are you feeling all right?” Mrs. Parnell asked Alvin, after giving me a look that would kill a lesser woman.


  Alvin said. “You said something about the accident?”


  “Yes. We’ll make sure you finally get some treatment for that trauma. But now, hop to it. We have unfinished business downtown.”


  “Treatment? I don’t even remember the accident. We were kids.”


  “It is quite likely that’s why you’re collapsing now, dear boy. Even so, you mustn’t allow Ms. MacPhee to bully you.”


  “Move it or lose it, Alvin,” I said.


  “What does the accident have to do with what’s going on now?”


  “Probably nothing,” I said. “And speaking of now, it’s time to go. We’ll wait while you get yourself ready. Countdown three minutes.”


  Outside the bedroom Mrs. Parnell fixed me with another look. “Be careful, Ms. MacPhee. You’re playing a dangerous game here.”


  “No game. He seems to respond well to firmness. I agree with you that he needs help, and we’d better make sure he gets it. Strategically, since the Fergusons listen to you, you should make them get him hooked up with a therapist here. But in the meantime, Alvin has to help himself. That’s something Jimmy can’t do. If he’s alive, he’s on his own until we find him.”


  “Camilla’s right,” Alvin said, emerging. “We’re Jimmy’s best chance.”


  “Good attitude, Alvin. Enough talk. Let’s roll.”


  “I thought you needed to talk to Vince again. He’s on his way out.”


  “Okay, I’ll tackle him, and you tell Loretta to get a description of the woman who was chasing Jimmy. Probably quicker than getting it from Ray Deveau.”


  Vince was already in his car, and he wasn’t happy to see me. And even less happy to discuss Honey again. Of course, I didn’t give a rat’s ass about his happiness.


  “How do I reach Honey Redmore?”


  “Are you still harping on that?”


  “I am.”


  “Why?”


  “Because we haven’t found Jimmy yet, and we know there’s a woman involved. Maybe that event sent Honey over the edge in some way, and she’s getting even. Who knows? It’s something to follow up on.”


  “That doesn’t make any sense at all. Honey wasn’t the type to go over the edge. Anyway, she doesn’t live here. Her family moved away right after the, um, event.”


  “Where does she live now?”


  Body language is easy to read. Vince sat in his car, with his face and body turned away from me. He kept his arms crossed, his eyebrows knit. “I don’t know. And I don’t want to know.”


  
    * * *
  


  Loretta had struck out, but not from lack of trying. The phone in her hand must have been white hot.


  I used my cellphone to call P. J. and left a message asking him to practice his research skills and to ferret out one Honey Redmore, whereabouts unknown. What’s the point of having friends if you can’t ask a favour every now and then?


  “Okay,” I said to the rest of them, “we’ve turned up a lot of good stuff. Now we’ve got to focus, concentrate and strategize.”


  “Yes!” Loretta screamed from the phone. “Yes, yes, you’re kidding, yes, yes, really, yes, okay, that’s good, dear.” I expect to spend less goddam time in Purgatory than Loretta took to say goodbye.


  We all stood up when she finally put the phone down.


  “What is it?” Alvin, Mrs. P., Donald Donnie and I said.


  “The woman who was chasing Jimmy was...here let me sit down for a minute, and catch my breath.” Loretta collapsed in a chair, clutching her chest. “I’m so excited that my heart is racing. It does when I get right worked up. Doesn’t it, Dad?”


  “Indeed.” But even Donald Donnie didn’t want to drag this out.


  “Every minute counts,” Alvin said.


  Loretta fanned herself. “Right, dear. A woman, she thinks a tall woman, wearing jeans and a scarf.”


  “A scarf?” Alvin said. “Who wears a scarf in July?”


  “I meant a head scarf.”


  “Even so.”


  “Someone who doesn’t wish to be identified,” Mrs. Parnell said.


  “Anything else, Loretta?” I said.


  “Well, Dad, Mrs. Smith did mention that she was pretty ugly, but she wouldn’t swear to that in a court of law.”


  “I guess that’s something,” I said.


  “Alvin, is Honey Redmore tall?”


  “I don’t remember her being particularly tall.”


  Loretta said, “Honey Redmore?”


  I don’t know who howled louder, Loretta or Donald Donnie. Gussie howled a bit too.


  “What’s so funny?” I was more than a bit miffed.


  “If you’re thinking she was the ugly woman, think again, dear. No one ever called Honey Redmore ugly. Did they, Dad?”


  “Indeed, they never, Mum.”


  “You know her?” I said, realizing as the words tumbled out that, of course, they knew her. This was Sydney.


  “Those Redmores thought they were something special. Didn’t they, Dad?”


  Donald Donnie’s face flushed. “Indeed. Did some damage.”


  I was in a tricky situation. I couldn’t ethically reveal the accusation against Jimmy or suggest Honey was possibly the victim of a sexual attack. Or even that she might have falsely accused Jimmy. Turned out I didn’t have to worry.


  “That talk about Jimmy was absolute bullshit,” Loretta said.


  “Indeed. As if he’d attack her,” Donald Donnie said.


  “Plenty of people believed that story, that’s the worst part of it. And the Redmore family got a lot of sympathy. Things were tough for them next door. Hard for her to keep her nose in the air after that. Sorry, Allie.”


  “I imagine,” I said.


  “So, Ms. MacPhee, you were asking because you believe it’s connected to the disappearance of young Jimmy.”


  “Well, I was really hoping I’d found our ugly woman.”


  That was enough to set Donald Donnie and Loretta off again.


  
    * * *
  


  Half an hour later, after talking to our blue-haired buddy and other staff, we had to accept that no one in the video store that evening fit the description of an ugly woman in denim. The new guy behind the counter said, “We get lots of ugly women in here. But wasn’t anyone like that Canada Day, or I would have noticed.”


  “He notices all the women,” one of his co-workers offered. “And he really likes ugly women, so he would have noticed for sure.”


  “Shut up.”


  “No, you shut up.”


  Bottom line, no ugly women in denim with or without scarves. Alvin slumped all the way home.


  “It’s a mild set-back on one theory. Pull yourself together,” I said. “She was probably outside when he spotted her. Or maybe he saw her on a neighbouring street and ran to the video store to hide.”


  “But who is she?”


  “We’ll figure it out. Now I have another idea. Let’s bounce it off Mrs. P. and Loretta and Donald Donnie. They’ve been really helpful so far.”


  I left a message for Ray Deveau suggesting he follow up on the ugly woman theory, thus saving him the trouble of checking with the video store.


  
    * * *
  


  “Okay, let’s explore this idea,” I said back at Donald Donnie and Loretta’s when I had everyone’s attention again.


  “Go on, Ms. MacPhee.”


  “We know he was scared of someone, most likely this woman, and that made him late for Brandon’s barbecue. Suppose he was already agitated and then, on top of that, he witnessed that horrible hit and run.”


  Alvin nodded. “That would explain a lot.”


  “Exactly. So what would happen?”


  “He’d flip out.”


  Loretta said, “He would, wouldn’t he, Dad?”


  “Indeed, he would. And it will be easy to follow up on, because a lot of people go to Fuzzy’s a couple of times a week.”


  “You think they’d come back after seeing a fatal hit and run?”


  “Take more than that to keep people away from Fuzzy’s, wouldn’t it, Mum?”


  “You’re making me hungry, Dad.”


  “The mind boggles,” I said, “but, okay, Alvin, let’s go back down to that area and see if anyone saw Jimmy right before the accident took place. We didn’t really get a clear idea of when he bought his fries. We can follow his steps along the boardwalk and keep thinking like him. We haven’t done that with this new theory in mind.”


  “That’s probably a good idea, Camilla. But I keep telling you, Jimmy’s not a good hider. So even if he wanted to, he couldn’t stay out of sight in this town for that long. It isn’t possible. Unless...” He clamped his mouth shut at this point.


  I waited. Finally I said, “Unless what?”


  “What if this woman is holding him prisoner?”


  “Unlikely, Alvin.”


  “But possible. And if someone is, we’ll never find him. Jimmy would never figure out how to outwit a captor.”


  “Never say never. He seems to have put up a good fight. In this town and this community, it is possible but highly unlikely someone is holding Jimmy prisoner. Admit it.”


  Alvin said, “What if you’re wrong?”


  “Forget that. Now we need to work on where he is likely to go. The hit and run is our best lead.”


  “We already spoke to a lot of people about that.”


  “Sure, but we were looking at things differently. We didn’t ask the right questions. Even though some people saw it, most witnesses wouldn’t have been back at Fuzzy’s last night. The reports I read indicated the people were really traumatized by what they saw.”


  “Were their names in the paper?”


  “No. That’s the problem. We’ll have to ask Ray Deveau. If he won’t tell us the names, maybe P. J. can find out something for me from a colleague. I’ll add it to his list. It will make a nice change from brown-nosing that right wing idiot he’s shadowing.” I picked up my cellphone and pressed P. J.’s numbers.


  Alvin was saved from the need to comment by some sort of fracas going on in front of the Ferguson house. You could hear the racket right through the walls. He went over to check. The door slammed behind him.


  Mrs. Parnell looked like she was having dark thoughts on some subject. She didn’t even seem to notice when Donald Donnie topped up her glass.


  “I feel so useless with these legs,” she said. “Last year, I could have done some of the fieldwork for you. I swear this is the last time I’ll leave home without my computer.”


  “You can find a number for this Mrs. Hornyk. You don’t need a computer for that,” I said.


  “But it’s ever so much faster. Nevertheless, you can count on me, Ms. MacPhee.”


  Before I could give her my vote of confidence, the front door burst open. Alvin flung himself into the room. Tears tracked his skinny cheeks. Loretta gripped her chest. Donald Donnie fumbled the bottle of Harvey’s Bristol Cream. I jumped to my feet.


  Alvin wept. “They found him. They found Jimmy.”


  Nineteen


  Framing the right question was beyond me. Mrs. Parnell alone had the courage to touch Alvin’s leather arm.


  “Dear boy, is he alive or dead?”


  “He’s alive!”


  “It’s wonderful, wonderful news. Don’t you be rushing off, Allie,” Loretta said. “We want all the details, don’t we, Dad?”


  “Indeed we do. No one else next door is going to tell us.”


  “Sit down, dear boy,” Mrs. Parnell said. “What has happened?”


  “He’s in Moncton.”


  “Moncton? Moncton? How far is that from here? How the hell did he get to Moncton?” I said.


  “Ray Deveau just called Ma. Some transport truck driver got in touch with the cops up there a short time ago. Apparently this guy picked Jimmy up in his truck right here on King’s Road just before ten that night and took him as far as he was going, which was Moncton. He said Jimmy just appeared on the road. This guy didn’t hear the radio alerts, because he only listens to CDs in the truck. Then today he saw Jimmy’s face on the TV at some truck stop.”


  “Take a breath, Alvin,” I said. “You’re going to pass out.”


  For once, he did what he was told.


  “A victory calls for celebration,” said Mrs. Parnell.


  “Indeed.” Donald Donnie raced across the room with the sherry.


  “Isn’t that a stroke of good luck about Jimmy,” Loretta said.


  “Of course, next door they’ll be saying it’s a miracle. They’ll be claiming it’s because of the rosaries, won’t they, Dad?”


  I didn’t care if it was a miracle or a stroke of luck or a result of the rosaries. As long as Jimmy was alive. “So where is he now? Can we pick him up? He needs medical attention.”


  “That’s the thing, Camilla. Jimmy told the driver he was going to Ottawa to see me. We have to get the hell back before it’s too late.”


  
    * * *
  


  “P. J.” I said when he answered, “I need your help.”


  He said, “John Hammond and George Thorogood.”


  “That’s great. I might even get to hear them. Jimmy Ferguson’s alive and on his way to Ottawa.”


  “You’re kidding.”


  “He told the truck driver who picked him up in Sydney he was going to visit his brother, and then he was going to see the sights in Ottawa.”


  “What? Hey, Tiger, that’s great.”


  “It is, but we’re not out of the woods yet. Jimmy’s in real danger of suffering more seizures if he doesn’t get his medication. It’s been five days, and most likely he’s been under a lot of stress. With luck he’ll head straight for Alvin’s apartment. He could be there already.”


  “Could he find Alvin’s place? Isn’t it in Hull? I thought this kid could hardly read.”


  “He can read well enough. And he knows Alvin’s address. Jimmy sent postcards to Alvin every week.” I lowered my voice. “And he knows about Ottawa, because Alvin used to talk about the city in the postcards he sent Jimmy. If we don’t find Jimmy right away, I think the cards will give us a clue about what he’d want to do.”


  “Good thinking.”


  “Isn’t it? So here’s what I’d like you to do. Head to Alvin’s place…”


  “Which would be where?”


  “Boulevard St. Joseph, not far from the Armory on Boulevard Alexandre Taché.”


  “Okay.”


  “Trot on over and check for Jimmy. Maybe you should leave your phone number with Alvin’s neighbours.”


  “I do have a job, you know. Between the cat and the birds and this extra assignment, I’m running.”


  “That reminds me. Did you think to water the prickly cactus? And stop whining. Any self-respecting reporter would be thrilled to get the inside track on this kind of human interest story.”


  “I’m working on becoming a political commentator, remember? But of course, I’ll help with the search for Jimmy.”


  “It must be hard to tear yourself away from all those political insights. I appreciate the sacrifice you’re making, I hope you know that.”


  “I can read between the lines,” he said. “And by the way, that Honey Redmore, are you still interested in her?”


  “You’re the best, P. J. It’s not so urgent now that we know Jimmy’s alive and on his way to Ottawa, but it couldn’t hurt to get an address and phone number. Thanks. Gotta go now.”


  I raced off to pack up my few belongings and toss them into the car. Then, in case Mr. Nice Guy Ray Deveau hadn’t thought of it, I left Mombourquette a message to fill him in. He’d know what to do.


  Despite the rush, Mrs. Parnell had managed to track down Lianne Hornyk in New Brunswick. I had to hand it to her. Efficiency or what. Of course, she packs light.


  Donald Donnie and Loretta had crammed the Buick with dinner: jumbo bags of sour cream and chive chips. Salsa and nachos. Mars bars and Coke. Alvin made sure we had Jimmy’s extra medication and puffer.” At least we have our vitamins,” I said, as we shot away from the curb. Loretta and Donald Donnie stood, pyjamas flapping in the gentle evening breeze.


  We didn’t wait for the convoy of Fergusons who were busy organizing themselves for the trip to Ottawa. We shot out of Sydney, planning to drive all night.


  About halfway to the Canso causeway, I wrinkled my nose. That’s when the co-conspirators finally chose to mention that Gussie was along for the ride.


  Gussie, they claimed, would help Jimmy get over the trauma.


  I wondered what would help me get over Gussie.


  
    * * *
  


  Perhaps it was unwise, considering our need to get to Ottawa fast, but I did it anyway. After Fredericton, I pulled off the highway and drove into a small town. I left Alvin and Mrs. P. at a Tim Hortons restocking essentials.


  “We shouldn’t waste time.” Alvin flicked his ponytail.


  “I won’t be long,” I said. “Have dinner.”


  “This will add hours to our trip,” Alvin said.


  “Twenty minutes. Trust me,” I said.


  I squealed out of the parking lot and around the corner. I reached the front door of the neat bungalow sooner than I wanted. As much as I needed the information, I almost hoped no one would answer.


  But someone did. The woman at the door was tiny. I looked down from my chunky five foot three. It didn’t take a trained eye to see she’d recently lost a lot of weight. Her tank top hung from her bony shoulders.


  “Ms. Hornyk,” I said. She stared back at me, her eyes lacklustre.


  “My name is Camilla MacPhee. I need to speak to you about an urgent matter.” I was surprised to hear the emotion rising in my own voice. “I’ll be quick.”


  She shrugged.


  I squeezed into the small dim living room. The most noticeable thing in the room was the proliferation of carnations, lilies, mums, plus a few ferns. Every surface was covered with vases, most of them parked in front of framed photos.


  It was obvious she didn’t care much who I was and whether whatever I wanted took a long time or not.


  She sat in one of two matched chairs in a trendy minimalist design. The gloom exaggerated the deep circles under her eyes. I wondered how long since she’d slept.


  “First, let me say how sorry I am about your husband.” She nodded. “I understand how you feel. I’ll try to make it easy.”


  “Why does everyone say that? No one understands how I feel.”


  “I’m sorry.”


  “I hate that. I always want to tell them to fuck off.”


  “Point taken. Five years ago, a drunk driver killed my husband. I understand better than most.”


  This time she made eye contact. “Even that doesn’t help me.”


  “It will be a long time before anything helps.”


  “How long did it take you to feel normal again?”


  “I’ll let you know.” No point in avoiding the truth. “But it gets easier.”


  She turned and stared at a ten by twelve colour photo of a smiling bride and groom.


  “If you say so. We got married in April. This was our honeymoon. We had to wait until school finished.”


  “A boy is missing in Sydney,” I said. “He is developmentally challenged and probably in great danger.” She kept her gaze on the photo. “I believe his disappearance and your husband’s death are connected in some way.”


  She snapped around. “You think this boy killed Greg?”


  That had never crossed my mind. “No. But I think the boy may have witnessed the accident.”


  The dark eyes flashed. “It was no accident.”


  “You mean someone ran your husband down deliberately?”


  “That’s exactly what I mean.”


  I chose my words carefully. “Can you tell me exactly what happened?”


  “What difference does it make? You probably won’t believe me.”


  “Why wouldn’t I believe you?”


  “The police didn’t.”


  “Police don’t believe anyone. It’s their training.”


  “This is not a joke,” she said.


  “Who’s joking? It’s the way they are. They’re used to getting torn apart on the witness stand, having their cases crumble, having people lie and misinterpret things.”


  “You’re saying I’m misinterpreting what happened?”


  “I’m saying I’m not the police, and I would really like to hear whatever you can tell me about the hit and run.”


  “Call it what it is. Call it Greg’s murder. Would you like to hear about Greg’s murder?”


  “All right. Tell me what happened. Then I’ll tell you about Jimmy Ferguson. Maybe we can figure out what the hell’s going on.”


  Her nails dug in her palms. “The car hit him. Aimed right for him. It wasn’t an accident.”


  “That can happen with a drunk at the wheel.”


  “I don’t think it was a case of drunkenness,” she added. “We are talking about a one-eighty like a Formula One driver could handle.”


  “A U-turn?”


  “Yes. The car was headed away from us and slowed down, and that killer made a perfect U-turn, aimed straight at Greg and accelerated.”


  “Could the driver have panicked?”


  “No,” she said, “I told you it was deliberate.”


  I’ve found out the hard way that when we try to make sense of death, we often search for guilty parties. Accidents and mistakes leave us struggling to find meaning. It helps to have someone to hate. I know. “I understand the police are treating this as an accident.”


  “Screw the police. I was there. Do you want to hear what I saw or not?”


  “I do. You were saying the killer made a U-turn, and it looked like he was in full control of the wheel, then he drove off without stopping.”


  “I thought you were going to listen. This is what happened. We had come up from the boardwalk to that street that runs along it. We heard the fries were great.”


  “The Esplanade.”


  “Whatever. Greg was ahead of me. I was dawdling. I noticed this car driving by at a moderate speed, but the killer was looking around, searching for somebody. You with me?”


  You bet I was with her.


  “That’s when the killer slowed down, made a very controlled turn and then aimed, I repeat, aimed right for Greg.”


  “What did Greg do?”


  “Nothing. He was facing across the street and trying to figure out where we should go next. He never saw the car.”


  “And what did you do?”


  “First, I stood there. Stunned. It didn’t make sense. Then I thought, that car’s going to hit Greg. I ran to push him out of the way.” She struggled to control herself. I’m not such a physical person, but I reached out to her. “I think I made it worse.”


  “No,” I said.


  “Yes. Greg turned toward me, probably wondering what I was yelling about, and the car hit him.”


  “It’s the fault of the driver. Not yours.”


  “The fault of the killer.”


  “Yes. The killer.”


  “I keep asking myself, what if? What if we’d crossed earlier? What if we’d gone down on the boardwalk directly like Greg wanted? Lots of what-ifs. No answers.”


  “Look, choosing to cross the street at that moment doesn’t make it your fault. It’s hard to get your head around that, but it’s important if you want to live with yourself. Trust me.”


  “Cross the street? We weren’t crossing the street. We were right on the sidewalk. Greg landed in the street as a result of the impact, but he started on the sidewalk.”


  “My God. Were you able to identify the car?”


  “Dark blue or black, medium-size. Sedan. Nothing out of the ordinary and, no, of course, I didn’t get a license plate number. The car was dusty, dirty and you couldn’t have read the number even if you had time to.”


  “You saw dirt on the plate?”


  “I didn’t. But I heard someone else mention it.”


  “Did you notice who said it?”


  “No. My husband was lying on the sidewalk, horribly injured. I didn’t even turn my head to see who was speaking. Only Greg mattered.”


  I cleared my throat. “After the car hit Greg, what happened?”


  “He flew up in the air and banged into the window of the car. I think it shattered. Then he rolled off onto the street. It felt like slow motion. People rushed over. Someone called the police with a cellphone. Everyone was very kind. Trying to help him. Trying to help me.”


  “And the driver?”


  “She reversed and turned really fast. After Greg rolled off the car, the car shot down the road.”


  “Did you say she?”


  “Why? Didn’t you know?”


  “No one mentioned it. It wasn’t in the paper either. Did you recognize her?”


  “I’d never seen her before. I have no idea who she was.”


  “Did you see where she went?”


  Lianne shook her head. We both were silent for a long time, each in our world of bloody memory.


  Finally she spoke. “If you find any way to bring her to justice, I want to be part of it.”


  “Right. Here’s the situation. I am looking for a missing boy. He seems to be on the run from Sydney. One thing we know: he was at or near Fuzzy’s Fries on the same day your husband was killed. His name is Jimmy Ferguson. He has brain damage. He’s a child in a man’s body, sweet and loveable. His family say when he’s afraid, he hides. An unidentified woman was seen chasing him in the afternoon. Now with this new information, I’m asking myself if Jimmy saw something, saw the hit and run driver and recognized her as the same woman. He may have run away as a result. It looks like he is still alive, but if he does know who she is, he’s in grave danger.”


  She stared at me, unblinking.


  “Or it may be that the same psycho killed your husband and tried to kill Jimmy too.” I handed over my copy of the “Have You Seen our Jimmy” poster.


  Lianne took the poster and squinted at it.


  “Do you remember seeing him around near the time of the murder?”


  She closed her eyes and sat quietly for a minute. “No. I didn’t see him then. But I saw him earlier in the day. Does that make sense?”


  “Can you remember where?”


  She shook her head. “No. I’m having a lot of trouble with concentration lately.”


  “Takes a while to get over that.”


  “So you think he may have seen something.”


  “It’s the best theory we have. If you do think of something, could you contact me?”


  “For sure. It will feel good to be able to help him.”


  “Yes.” I fished out a Justice for Victims card and scribbled my home and cellphone numbers.


  “Call me collect if you think of anything, even something far-fetched.”


  “I will.” She handed me back the poster of Jimmy. “Would you like to see a picture of Greg?”


  Oh, shit. “Yes.”


  She stood up and moved to the sideboard with the most vases and plants. She plucked a picture from behind a cyclamen. “This was my favourite shot. Not as good as the professional ones, but I took it myself, and it was so him. This is what I have left.”


  I reached for the framed photo. I saw a slim, good-looking, relaxed young man, short dark hair, big goofy grin. Casual in his T-shirt and jeans. I felt a triple sense of loss. For Greg Hornyk, killed on his honeymoon. For Jimmy, missing and endangered. For Paul.


  Now I had something to think about on the long drive back to Ottawa. No one in the police had mentioned that a woman had run down Greg Hornyk, or that it had seemed deliberate. But then, obviously, I hadn’t asked the right questions.


  Lianne gave me a hug as I left. “Thanks for not saying stupid things about getting over it.”


  As I walked toward the Buick, I realized I was wobbling. Meeting Lianne had brought home one thing. I was nowhere near ready to have a life.


  Twenty


  Somehow, when I got back to the Tim Hortons, Mrs. Parnell had managed to get behind the wheel again. This was good, because all I could do was fight the rush of images. I saw Greg Hornyk crumpled by the hit and run driver, dying in his wife’s arms. Sometimes Greg had his own face, and sometimes he had Paul’s. I saw a terrified Jimmy Ferguson watching this senseless crime with horror, running. The images whirled through my brain.


  “Ms. MacPhee,” Mrs. Parnell said, some hours later. “Whatever is bothering you after that visit, perhaps you should talk about it.”


  “I don’t know where to start. Why would a woman mow down a total stranger in daylight?”


  “Early evening, Ms. MacPhee.”


  “Dusk,” Alvin said.


  “But bright enough to see, not pitch dark. Think about it. The place was full of witnesses.”


  “Do we know for sure this is what happened?”


  “No. I bet the police think she’s hysterical.”


  “Did the police discuss it with you?”


  “No. Deveau told me not to bother her.”


  “But you believe her?”


  “Oh, yes. I believe her.”


  Alvin spoke up from the back seat. “So the cops missed the boat. That doesn’t surprise me.”


  “Looks like it. Although, in fairness, who would imagine such a thing? Greg and Lianne didn’t know anyone. They were travelling alone. So it would have been a random attack. The drunk driver theory has appeal in comparison.”


  “Maybe they wanted to take the easy way out.”


  “I am no fan of the police, but if you remember, they put plenty of muscle into trying to find Jimmy.”


  “Not enough,” Alvin said.


  “But they did get results. That’s why we’re on the road.”


  “That wasn’t the police.” Alvin wasn’t ready to believe the police would do anything right.


  Mrs. Parnell said, “Their forces were spread thin, and Ms. Hornyk’s belief the attack was deliberate would strike them as the emotional reaction of a bereaved woman. I assume they checked out the witnesses. Then the sensible thing would be to seek a drunk driver.”


  Alvin said. “Bunch of frigging dolts.”


  “It won’t turn out to have been sensible if the killer strikes again,” I said. “I think it’s all connected. We should try to figure out how.”


  “Careful, Ms. MacPhee.”


  I knew she didn’t want me to set Alvin off again. I avoided eye contact with her. “Even since talking to Lianne, I keep having flashes of the accident, even though I didn’t witness it. The images keep getting mixed up. My husband Paul and this Greg. But also Greg and Jimmy. It’s really disturbing.”


  “Ms. MacPhee,” she said warningly.


  “Maybe it would be a good idea to pull over at the next rest stop and have this talk,” I said.


  “I know what you’re thinking, but don’t worry,” Alvin said. “I’m not going to lose it. I’ve got a grip on myself, for Jimmy’s sake.”


  “Okay, I think we have been looking at this whole sequence the wrong way. We concluded that Jimmy witnessed the hit and run, and that’s why he thinks he has to hide.”


  I looked at Mrs. P. She shrugged, but I knew I was in for an especially smoky ride. I went on, “I think we got that wrong.”


  “What drew you to that conclusion?” Mrs. Parnell said.


  “Do you mind keeping your eyes on the road?”


  Alvin leaned forward from the back seat.


  I said, “Lianne showed me some photos. Greg Hornyk was the same physical type as Jimmy. Short, dark hair. Slim. Older, but still young-looking. Walking in the same part of town. At the same time.”


  Mrs. P. said, “From a moving car, it could be easy to mistake him.”


  Alvin grabbed the seat back. “You mean the killer believed he was running down Jimmy?”


  “But it’s she, Alvin. The hit and run driver was a woman, remember?”


  “Lord thundering Jesus.”


  “Exactly.”


  “Were they wearing the same kind of clothes?”


  “I don’t know,” I said. “It didn’t dawn on me that the killer might have thought Greg Hornyk was Jimmy until after I left Lianne’s place.”


  “Perhaps you should confirm that, Ms. MacPhee, before we get too carried away with this idea.”


  “Right,” I said, reaching for my cellphone and digging Lianne’s telephone number out of my purse. I could feel their eyes on me. “Damn,” I said.


  “What is it, Ms. MacPhee?”


  “No service. Ninety per cent of this country seems to be a goddam dead zone.”


  “We’ll find a place to phone. Roll on, troops.”


  
    * * *
  


  Mrs. Parnell pulled in at yet another Tim Hortons not too far from Edmunston. It had everything we needed: coffee, food, bathrooms and a telephone booth.


  It was well after midnight, and Lianne didn’t bother to keep the surprise out of her voice when she answered.


  “Please don’t think I’m crazy,” I said, “but I need to know what Greg was wearing when he was killed.”


  “What difference does it make?”


  “It’s important.”


  “Okay. He had on jeans, Guess jeans to be exact, and a whiteT-shirt.”


  “With a design on it?”


  “Plain. He didn’t like designs.”


  “And on his feet? Sandals?”


  “Running shoes. Nike with the swoosh. And, of course, he was wearing that stupid baseball cap.”


  “Colour?”


  “Dark green.”


  “Did he have a backpack?”


  “Yes.”


  “What colour was that?”


  “Dark green too.”


  “He wasn’t carrying anything else?”


  “The bag from the video store.”


  “The video store?”


  “Is that important? We bought a couple of videos to take home. Souvenirs. Big whoop.”


  “Right.”


  “Greg said it would be the most excitement we’d get. Guess he was wrong.”


  “I’m sorry,” I said.


  I heard the snuffle on the other end. “I would like to know why you are asking.”


  “You remember I told you about the missing boy, how I thought he’d been a witness.”


  “The boy in the poster. Jimmy.”


  “Now I believe the real target could have been Jimmy.”


  “But I saw that boy’s face. He didn’t look anything like Greg. No one could mix them up.”


  “Jimmy was last seen wearing jeans, his white T-shirt, no logo, a navy baseball cap. He had on new running shoes, not Nike but never mind, and he had a backpack. And he had been to the video store. I think the killer saw Greg from the back and figured she was getting Jimmy.”


  “You said that boy was like a child. That’s monstrous. How could anyone run him down?”


  “I don’t know. But you’ve helped us get closer to finding out.”


  “Thank you.”


  “What for?”


  “For letting me help. I feel so useless.”


  “Been there,” I said. “Felt that.”


  “Let me know if I can do anything else.”


  “You bet,” I said.


  
    * * *
  


  I rejoined the other two musketeers and their stinky dog in the Buick. Now we had something to keep our minds occupied for the rest of the long trip home. Why would anyone want to kill Jimmy?


  Except for our regular stops for gas and Tim Hortons for coffee and Timbits, I didn’t notice a damn thing through the last of New Brunswick and Quebec, not even the grinding crawl across the top of Montreal. Mrs. P. used her time at the wheel to relive her adventures as a transport driver during WWII, while Alvin seized the opportunity to bond with Gussie. I tried to sort out the junk in my head.


  I found myself wondering who Jimmy really was. Was he an innocent, almost saintly child as his mother believed? Was he the loveable kid brother Alvin feared for? Was he the confused, desperately ill burden the rest of the family chewed their nails over? Maybe he was the thoughtless, untrustworthy liar that Brandon’s mother thought she knew. Or the former young offender that Ray Deveau refused to discuss. Had he really stalked and attacked Honey Redmore? Was the truck driver who picked Jimmy up in Sydney and then dropped him in Moncton right when he said Jimmy knew exactly where he was going and why?


  
    * * *
  


  I never thought I’d be excited to see Hull, but eighteen hours is a long time to spend in an enclosed space with Gussie. Especially when Timbits are involved. All four windows were down by the time we hit Alvin’s neighbourhood. We’d been pretty lucky with Stan’s Buick, and except for random Benson and Hedges ash, a collection of empty takeout containers, a few chips ground into the carpet, and a residual Gussie aroma that a good deodorizer should take care of, it was like new. I planned to leave the windows open in my garage until Stan got back from Scotland. Two weeks should do the trick. I hadn’t yet worked out how to handle the mega-kilometres racked up on the odometer without contravening the Criminal Code.


  We pulled onto Alvin’s street. Mrs. Parnell and I planned to join Alvin when he went into his apartment. Jimmy or not, we figured Alvin needed someone. And a dog, of course.


  One is always prepared for a shock entering Alvin’s home, but this was different. Even as the Buick purred towards Alvin’s building, it took us a minute to understand the scene.


  The building was gone. Nothing remained but a few blackened supports. We slid slowly by with our jaws hanging. The second floor where Alvin’s apartment had been had vanished. Maybe I only imagined the few sinister wisps of smoke.


  Mrs. P. turned the car around and inched back. Gussie whined to be let out. Mrs. Parnell and Alvin stared across at the smouldering building still surrounded by fluttering yellow tape, indicating a police line.


  No more toilet in the living room, no more fridge, no more grandmother’s tea set, no more talking art works. Nothing.


  “Eight families lived here,” Alvin whispered. “Eight families.”


  “Horrific,” Mrs. Parnell said. “And the smell.”


  “Yuck. That dog is going to blow,” I said, opening the door of the Buick. Gussie leaped out, gratefully.


  Alvin yelled, “Do you want my dog to get killed too?”


  “Don’t be silly,” I said, as Gussie raced off. Alvin and I were out of the Buick in a second, chasing him or her down the middle of the road. Unsuccessfully. What a great game. Gussie turned around and headed back towards the car with the two of us in hot pursuit. Which is when we ran into the not-sonice policeman.


  Twenty-One


  “Explain it again,Madame,” the cop said, his eyes flicking from Alvin’s bedraggled ponytail and lived-in leather jacket to Mrs. Parnell, who had emerged from the Buick in a swirl of smoke, and then back to me.


  How do you explain anything to do with the Ferguson family? Especially to one of those impossibly goodlooking Hull police officers who are always trying to issue a person speeding tickets for no good reason. I gave it my best shot. I told him about Jimmy. I described our trip from Sydney.


  “So you see, officer, we got out to chase the dog.”


  “And why were you parked outside of this building? Do you know anything about the fire?”


  “Once again, my colleague, Alvin Ferguson, lives here. We were delivering him home.


  “But the street was blocked off,Madame.”


  “I see that, but he lives here and when a street is blocked it is usually still accessible to residents.”


  “But he is not a resident, is he,Madame? There is nothing to reside in.”


  “True enough, but we didn’t know that when we drove in.”


  Alvin gripped the officer’s arm. “My brother might have been here. Have you heard anything about him?”


  “Do you mean your brother might have been responsible for this fire?”


  “Of course not, but he may have been hurt in it.”


  Or worse, I thought, meeting Mrs. Parnell’s eye.


  “Did he have a history with fires?” The officer showed a limpetlike tendency to stick with one bad idea.


  I interrupted. “Was anyone killed, officer? Surely we have the right to know.”


  “No, everyone escaped.”


  The three of us exhaled in relief.


  “When was the fire?”


  I could tell he didn’t want to tell me in case I tried to rig myself up with an alibi. I have a problem with Quebec cops. I believe the Code Napoléon goes to their heads. “I can find out easily enough.”


  “Last night.”


  “It looks like such a disaster, it’s hard to believe that anyone got out.”


  “Some of the residents woke up, and they managed to save each other. They knocked on all the doors and got everyone out.” His tone implied no such thing could happen on the Ontario side.


  “I gather you consider this deliberate devastation, young man.” Mrs. Parnell lifted her eyebrow to indicate she expected details.


  I translated. “You’ve got police tape all over. Was it arson?”


  He raised his shoulders, Frenchly. “You tell me,Mesdames.”


  
    * * *
  


  The smelly Buick was a problem but nothing compared to the fact that if Jimmy came looking for Alvin, he’d find a smouldering hole in the ground. Unless he had already been to the apartment, in which case, where was he now?


  “What is the best tactic, Ms. MacPhee?”


  “We can go home and shower. Alvin needs some rest. He’s had a terrible shock.”


  “I can’t rest. How can I rest when I don’t know where Jimmy is?”


  “You do have to rest, Alvin. This must be terrible for you. Even I can tell that. I’ll ask P. J. to find out where the residents are staying. He’s been a police reporter, he’ll know or he’ll know who knows. Then we can find out if anyone saw Jimmy here.”


  “Hardly anyone speaks English, Camilla. That’s why I picked this neighbourhood, I wanted to pick up French.”


  “Great. And did you pick up French?”


  “Some.”


  “How about you, Mrs. P.?”


  “I picked up a bit in France during the war.”


  “So you can work with Alvin on the interviews. I’ll get the names and locations of the people who were here, you check them out and find out if anyone saw Jimmy.”


  “Excellent. It will take me right back,” she said. “


  Au contraire, it better take us forward.” I like to have the last word.


  
    * * *
  


  I opened my door to a lonesome cat, a flourishing prickly cactus and 54 voice mail messages evenly divided: my sisters sputtering from Scotland, Leonard Mombourquette sputtering from the Ottawa Police Headquarters and P. J. sputtering about blues bands and times.


  Mrs. Parnell’s cat had already decided to let bygones be bygones and rubbed against my leg in a forgiving fashion. Of course, she hadn’t met Gussie yet. I called Mombourquette back and held the phone away from my ear when he answered.


  When I could get in a few words, I said, “No, as a matter of fact, I did not cause havoc for the Cape Breton Regional Police Force. What are you talking about, misrepresenting myself?... Well, maybe he did run away, as you put it, Leonard, but someone was stalking him, and a man who looked like him was murdered in Sydney. We figure mistaken identity...It’s not important who ‘we’ is, Leonard, the important thing is Jimmy is probably in the Ottawa area, and he’s in danger... Really? Well I’m glad you’re aware of that fact and, no, I don’t believe the police are idiots. For one thing, he’ll be running out of medication and for another, someone burned down the first place he’d be likely to visit... Alvin’s apartment building... No, I’m not making that up... It’s in Hull. That’s probably why you didn’t hear about it... Right to the ground... I don’t know if he was there, Leonard, but I’m going to find out. In the meantime, what information have you picked up?... Fine, be like that. The entire Ferguson family is on the way to Ottawa, and you are about to discover it was much easier dealing with me. But hey, your choice... Tell me, did Ray Deveau say I caused any problems in Sydney?... I am not a pain in the butt. Did he say that? Did he?”


  I hung up first. That’s always my preference.


  
    * * *
  


  P. J. came through in record time. He’d located every single one of Alvin’s neighbours. Most of the residents of the burnt-out building were staying with relatives. He’d called with addresses for me before I was able to figure out if Gussie was better housed in Mrs. Parnell’s apartment with Lester and Pierre or in mine with her cat.


  “This information is for Alvin, right? You’ll be coming with me to Bluesfest tonight,” P. J. said.


  “I don’t see how I can with this stuff going on, P. J. Thanks for the info anyway.”


  His goodbye was swift and huffy. I didn’t get a chance to find out if he’d tracked down Honey Redmore.


  
    * * *
  


  No grass grew under Mrs. Parnell’s feet. Or Alvin’s. They were determined to hare around Hull interviewing fire survivors while I cleaned up my voice mail messages at Justice for Victims and tried to decide whether to wash my clothes or burn them.


  They blew back into the apartment shortly after I had intercepted Gussie, who had Mrs. Parnell’s cat cornered in the bathroom. Since I had been taking a shower at the time, the word intercept doesn’t capture the full moment.


  “Time for a drink to celebrate our reconnaissance, Ms. MacPhee.”


  Alvin said, “Poor Gussie, how come you’re all wet?”


  I thought a more appropriate question might be, poor Camilla, how come you’re all covered in the wet fur of two distinct species. I said, “So, what happened?”


  Mrs. Parnell splashed a bit of Harvey’s into a pair of glasses she’d brought from her own apartment.


  “Two bits of news.”


  I sighed. Sooner or later they’d tell me what the bits were. “Jimmy Ferguson was at Alvin’s place, and he told the landlord he was Alvin’s brother.”


  “Holy shit.”


  “Exactly.”


  “And the landlord let him into my apartment,” Alvin said. “


  Get away! That’s not even legal.”


  Alvin said, “My landlord’s a very kind man. A retired teacher. He could tell Jimmy needed some help. Good thing everyone’s not a lawyer.”


  “I’m not suggesting he shouldn’t have done something for Jimmy under the circumstances. It’s just that, oh never mind. So was Jimmy in a panic?”


  Mrs. Parnell said. “Un peu dérangé, according to the landlord. A bit upset, that’s all. But they were both dérangé in the extreme when they entered the apartment.”


  “Why?”


  “Because, Ms. MacPhee, young Ferguson had been burgled.”


  The mind boggled. “A burglary? What did they steal? Alvin’s toilet? The plant in it? The pink fridge?”


  “Didn’t I tell you she’d say things like that, Violet?”


  “Let it go, dear boy. We don’t know what they took. The place had been ransacked. Young Ferguson’s statues had been broken.”


  “Papier mâché,” Alvin said.


  “Representing a substantial amount of work,” Mrs. Parnell said, inhaling with drama.


  “Reinforced with wire,” Alvin said.


  “An oeuvre,” Mrs. Parnell said.


  “If you say so. Anything else?”


  “Dresser drawers had been emptied, the contents strewn around.”


  “Underwear and socks,” Alvin said. “Does that make sense? Who would want to toss underwear and socks?”


  A good question. Particularly Alvin’s underwear and socks.


  “Maybe they wanted something else,” I said.


  “What would that be? I don’t own anything valuable, except the silver spoons, and my landlord didn’t know about them.”


  “I wasn’t thinking of spoons, Alvin. I was thinking of Jimmy’s postcards. You kept them in that dresser.”


  “But if someone was looking for Jimmy’s postcards, it would mean he knew about Jimmy, and he’d have to know where I lived.”


  “He or she would. Yes.”


  “Why would anybody want them?”


  “They might reveal what Jimmy wanted to do in Ottawa.”


  Alvin stared. “But it would have to be someone we know.”


  “You got it.”


  Mrs. Parnell was shocked enough to require another glass of sherry. “Certainly that is most disturbing, Ms. MacPhee.”


  “No kidding. But back to the situation in the apartment. What did the landlord do when he discovered the robbery?”


  “Nothing. I gather he and Jimmy cleaned things up. They couldn’t really communicate very well, because of the language thing. The landlord wanted to wait for me to decide whether to call the police or report it for the insurance. He thought it might be an art installation.”


  “Yes. I could see how he would.”


  “He didn’t even know I was away. But, good news, he took some videos of the damage to help me out.”


  “Great.”


  “It would have been great, but the videos were in his apartment. They were lost in the fire.”


  “So scratch that. Did your landlord know where Jimmy went afterwards?”


  “Jimmy was going to spend the night in the apartment and wait for me.” Alvin’s voice broke. “Jimmy didn’t know I had gone to Sydney.”


  Mrs. Parnell cast a worried look at Alvin, but he seemed to be holding up all right.


  “Did any of the residents see Jimmy around the time of the fire?” I said.


  “A couple of them. They banged on the doors of all the apartments, and they said they saw Jimmy run out into the street. He had a box with him.”


  “And then?”


  “And then apparently he ran away and fought off a couple of people who tried to help him, including my landlord.”


  “Do they have any idea where he went?”


  “No such luck.”


  “We’d better whisper this news into the furry grey ear of Leonard Mombourquette.”


  “And then, we must mobilize our forces to find young Jimmy before it’s too late.” Mrs. Parnell had another sherry to help her mobilization.


  “If only we had the postcards. Jimmy might have mentioned something useful,” Alvin said. “Maybe that’s what he had in the box.”


  “No. That’s a bit of good news. They’ve been sitting in my briefcase all along.”


  “And you never mentioned it?” Alvin’s eyes bugged out. First, I hadn’t wanted to trigger one of Alvin’s states. Then we were in transit. I was about to explain all this when it crossed my mind that I was the only person who had known where they were.


  
    * * *
  


  I only stepped back into my apartment to settle Gussie in and to check he or she couldn’t open the bedroom door and eat Mrs. Parnell’s cat. Or that Mrs. Parnell’s cat couldn’t open the door to the living room to slash Gussie’s nose.


  The phone was ringing when I got there. A few minutes later, despite the fact my sister was on the line from Scotland, I was glad I’d answered. I was a lot further ahead after talking to my father.


  “Don’t thank me,” he said. “Of course, I know them.”


  “Excellent.”


  “Lovely people, the Redmores. Protestant, of course.”


  “Oh, well, Daddy. You can’t have everything.”


  “They came from Ontario originally.”


  “Oh?”


  “The father’s dead now, of course.”


  “And Honey?” I preferred to avoid the route of dead fathers and any pre facto guilt that could induce.


  “Of course, she’s not dead, Camilla. She’s a young woman.”


  “I meant do you know where she lives?”


  “I don’t know why you didn’t look her up in the phone book. I tried to teach you self-reliance as a child.”


  “What?”


  “Self-reliance. When a person stands on their own feet and does things for themselves rather than asking others to wait on them.”


  “You mean look her up in the Ottawa phone book?”


  “Well, where else would you look her up? They all live in Ottawa now.”


  “All?”


  “The son and the daughter. I believe the mother winters in Florida. Those young people have done very well for themselves. The daughter works on Parliament Hill. Apparently she’s on the staff of the Minister of...let me think, what is that now. Well anyway, and the son is in the television business. I am sure the mother is very proud of them both.”


  “Minister of what?”


  “Absolutely no need to yell, Camilla. Did I not teach you manners as a child?”


  “Sorry, Daddy. Do you remember what minister she works for?”


  “Is that important?”


  “Yes.”


  “No memory of that. I’ve lost interest in politics. At my age, you know. I thought it was interesting that the son had won several important awards for investigative journalism.”


  “Really. That’s great, Daddy. But you don’t remember where Honey works?”


  “Who?”


  “The daughter.”


  “No. I don’t.”


  “It’s okay. I didn’t realize she lived in Ottawa. For some reason I expected Toronto or Vancouver, even Halifax. I’ll get her number.”


  “I will be glad to see you showing some self-reliance.”


  “Thanks, Daddy.”


  Before I could hang up, my sister Edwina’s voice rang firmly into my ear. “Just once could you speak to Daddy without getting him all upset? We’re trying to enjoy our trip to Scotland, you know.”


  “You and me both,” I said.


  “Stan wants to know how the car is. I told him it was fine, and to stop being so overprotective.”


  Time to change that subject. I filled her in on Jimmy’s disappearance. I used the arrival of a fleet of Fergusons as a diversion. That brought out the general in her. Jimmy must be found. Alvin must be looked after. The Fergusons must be made comfortable at all costs. Think what they were going through, she said. They couldn’t be expected to stay in a hotel. As many as needed to could make themselves comfortable at her place, four bedrooms, would that do it? If not, put the overflow at Alexa’s and Donalda’s. I thought I heard Alexa squeak in the background, but she can fight her own battles. I had all their keys. I wanted to get the hell off the phone before Stan grabbed the receiver to ask about his baby blue Buick. And now I was running a hotel.


  P. J. caught me before I left again. He said, “But you’re here in town now. You drove non-stop from Sydney and tonight’s performances are going to be amazing and you really wanted to go to this. Remember?”


  “That was then, this is now. We have an emergency. We are mobilizing our forces. The whole Ferguson family is coming to town. I have to go back to Mrs. Parnell’s and see what the plan is. Don’t make such a fuss. It’s only a couple of concerts. Try to understand.”


  Only a couple of concerts? I never thought I’d hear myself say anything so foolish. “And, anyway, how come you never told me Honey Redmore lives here?”


  “I didn’t? You sure? It doesn’t matter, I tracked down her home number for you. Don’t ask me how.”


  “You’re a bud, P. J. I wish I could be with you tonight.”


  
    * * *
  


  Gussie was very excited about strolling down the hall to Mrs. Parnell’s apartment. When we got there, Alvin and Mrs. P. were also excited. Alvin had some colour in his cheeks. Mrs. Parnell had a full glass in one hand and a Benson and Hedges in the other. I continued to marvel at how she managed that walker.


  They had indeed been busy.


  Five hundred copies of the “Have You Seen Our Jimmy” poster were rolling off Mrs. P.’s Hewlett-Packard 3100. I didn’t think I’d been gone that long, but apparently Alvin had managed a quick run to the stationery shop to get staple guns and more printer paper, plus a vast map of the National Capital Region and a serious box of coloured pushpins. He busied himself taping the map to Mrs. Parnell’s living room wall.


  “Great news, Camilla.”


  “We need it.”


  “I don’t know why it took me so long to figure it out. I’ve been checking the postcards. Look at this one.”


  I leaned over. Sure enough, Jimmy had written something about Bluesfest in large cursive letters.


  Alvin said, “He might find his way to it. I talked to him about it last year and this year too.”


  “But I didn’t think you were at all interested in it, Alvin.”


  “I’m not really, but I wanted to give him new information all the time and things to think about. So I mention all the festivals and events. Jimmy loves all kinds of music, so I make a big deal about them. I told him the Matthew Good Band was coming.”


  “I noticed them on the program. But I wouldn’t call them a blues band.”


  “Whatever. They’re playing on Youth Night. Jimmy knew who they were. He mentioned them himself in two different postcards.”


  “Could he find Bluesfest?”


  “You can hear the music straight across the river in Hull. So the thing is, you should go to Bluesfest, Camilla, so you can look for him. Violet and I are combing through the rest of the cards one more time, and we’ll make up a grid of locations Jimmy talked about and make sure people blanket those areas with the picture of Jimmy. My family will work on that too.”


  Gussie eyed Lester and Pierre and licked his or her lips. Lester and Pierre shrieked. I thought they had a point.


  “Young Ferguson will cover his own neighbourhood, as well as the market area and Elgin Street. You could hand out these posters at this music festival, since you have decided to go, Ms. MacPhee. Thousands of people from all over the region will be flocking to it. All ages and types. Someone may have seen him. I shall help get the family settled when they arrive.”


  “Jimmy left his money at home. How could he get to Bluesfest?”


  “I’m hoping he found my cash in the apartment before it burnt. He would have needed some.”


  “But you didn’t have any money. I went all over your apartment for your ID and didn’t see any.”


  “Use your brain, Camilla. It was hidden.”


  “How would Jimmy know where to find it?”


  “We both use the same hiding place. Above the closet door but on the inside.”


  “But he couldn’t know that.”


  “Sure he would.”


  “Do you think he’d steal your money?”


  “Not a case of stealing. First of all, he’d need money to survive. Second, he’d borrow it, not steal it. He knows he can pay it back.”


  “Okay. I guess it’s good he has money. What else did he say he wanted to see?”


  “Well, Parliament Hill, the Peace Tower, the locks, the canal, the market. Even the Justice for Victims office. All the things I told him about.” Alvin’s ponytail drooped with misery.


  Mrs. Parnell’s printer was humming again. “Systematically combing the city, that’s the main thing. Starting with the most likely areas,” she said.


  I said, “Systematic is not my best thing. So I’ve also decided to pursue the Honey Redmore angle.”


  “I don’t know why you’re so hot and bothered about Honey, Camilla. None of us has seen her for years.”


  “You’re probably right, but there’s something strange about whatever happened with her. It’s bothering me. The incident with the Redmores may not be connected to his disappearance, but it’s definitely connected to Jimmy. We’re better off knowing how.”


  Twenty-Two


  “Ms. Redmore, my name is Camilla MacPhee. I’m a lawyer with Justice for Victims. I’m doing a bit of research on a somewhat sensitive issue to do with justice for victims and policy implications,” I said. “I am sorry to bother you on the week-end, but I think you’d bring a unique perspective to my research. Could you spare half an hour to discuss it? Over a drink perhaps.” I was prepared to argue the case.


  “Sure,” she said. “That sounds very interesting. When would you like to meet?”


  “This afternoon?” Almost too good to be true. “Are you okay meeting on a weekend?”


  “Better than during the week. It’s hard to get away from the office,” she said.


  “Great. Five o’clock okay?” Five would give me plenty of time to catch up with P. J. at Bluesfest.


  “Five it is.”


  “How about meeting at the Black Tomato in the market? Is that convenient?”


  “Sounds good, it’s not far from my place,” she said. “See you on the patio if the weather holds.”


  I stared at the phone. Honey Redmore had sounded quite pleasant, although I wasn’t so sure how long that would last.


  
    * * *
  


  I found no one who looked like a Honey Redmore in The Black Tomato. I decided maybe something had come up, and maybe I would be cooling my jets for a while. I headed toward the patio and stuck my head outside.


  At a table in the shady corner a pretty, dark-haired woman smiled in my direction. I gave her a nod and kept looking.


  “Are you Camilla?” she said.


  “Yes. Do I know you?”


  “I’m Honey Redmore.”


  “I don’t know why, but for some reason, I expected a tall blonde.”


  “Sorry to disappoint,” she said.


  “Who’s disappointed? I have issues with tall blondes. Now I’m in a good mood.”


  “I bet there’s a story.”


  “Yep. But it would take way too long.”


  “I bet I can swap you tall blonde story for tall blonde story.” She had a pale heart-shaped face fringed by very expensive shiny hair the colour of good quality coffee beans. She also had huge almond-shaped eyes with serious eyelashes. She looked great in jeans and aT-shirt.


  “Buy you a drink?” I said.


  “You bet. Corona and lime,” she said, smiling. I figured somewhere an orthodontist had died rich and happy. Honey Redmore didn’t have much to worry about in the looks department. I had been prepared not to like her. I decided I might have to work at that. It was too bad, because she wouldn’t like me much by the time we were finished our cosy chat.


  I stuck with coffee. Didn’t want to lose my advantage. I decided to wait until the drinks came before I got to the point. “How did you guess who I was?” I said, stalling for time.


  “Recognized you from your picture in the papers.”


  “Oh.”


  “You got a lot of media coverage last winter.”


  This bothered me. “You mean I look like those pictures in the paper? Wet or cold or both?”


  “Oh look, here’s our drinks. In the nick of time too,” she said.


  My family had videotaped the television coverage of last year’s debacle. “I’m not a vain person, but there are limits,” I said, resisting the urge to dash to the ladies and check my reflection.


  She seemed to think this was amusing. She had quite the glint in her eye, or maybe that was the late afternoon sun glancing off the Corona bottle.


  It was time to get down to brass tacks. “The reason I wanted to talk to you was about a young man named James Ferguson.”


  She put the Corona bottle down with a thump.


  “Surprised?” I said.


  “Yes. I thought we’d be talking about youth issues and policy implications.”


  “This is an issue, but a specific one. You know Jimmy Ferguson?”


  “Yes. I know Jimmy.”


  “Good. I have a few questions to ask about him.”


  She twisted her hands. “Poor Jimmy.”


  “What do you mean, poor Jimmy?”


  “Well, he is missing, isn’t he?


  “Oh, you know about that?”


  “Of course, it was all over the news. Police bulletins.”


  “Really?” I was surprised. I guess Mombourquette had been on the ball about that, or maybe it was the RCMP. Whatever, it was good news.


  “And they haven’t found him yet?” Her lower lip quivered.


  “No,” I said. “Not yet.”


  “There’s no way he’s going to be all right on his own.”


  “You mean because of his medical conditions?”


  “I mean, he is too innocent and trusting. It’s like someone wearing a KICK ME sign.”


  “You know him well?”


  “I used to. When I lived in Sydney.”


  “How did you meet him?”


  She laughed. “It was Sydney. You don’t have to meet people. You automatically know them. Everyone knew Jimmy. He had his little routes, and you would run into him all the time.”


  “Did you have a good relationship with him?”


  “I was always glad to see him. He got so excited about things. If someone had sent him a letter. Or whatever video he was about to watch. Sometimes he was excited about school. I’ve been worried sick all week.”


  “All week? When did you find out he was missing?”


  She stared at me. “Well, you really couldn’t be in town that weekend without knowing something was going on. It was all over the media. The radio was having call-ins about him. The newspaper ran his picture. They ran appeals on television. This is not the sort of thing you get in Sydney.”


  “Sydney? You were there?”


  “Yes.”


  That was a shock. “But I thought your family lived here.”


  Another smile. “We are allowed back, you know. My brother wanted to connect with an old school buddy, and my mother and I flew in to meet him. My mother still has friends in Sydney. We hadn’t been back since my father died. Then we left town late in the evening of July 1st and headed for Baddeck. We spent a couple of days going around the trail, then we drove to Halifax and flew home.”


  “Did you see Jimmy on Canada Day?”


  She shook her head. “No. We were trying to catch up with people. The whole day was taken up racing from house to house. People can’t get enough of you. They want to feed you and make you drink and all that good stuff.”


  “Tell me about it.”


  “I figured you’d recognize the behaviour.”


  “Sure do. Back to Jimmy Ferguson. You’re sure you didn’t see him?”


  “Absolutely. I would have loved to have seen Jimmy. When I heard the news, I racked my brain to see if I could remember spotting him. I wasn’t even sure I’d recognize him after all these years. He must be in his twenties now. Even when we were going around the trail, the radio kept broadcasting these appeals for information over and over. It was on every TV station in our accomodation. We were all quite agitated about it, but none of us saw him.”


  “Did you speak to the police?”


  “Why would I speak to the police?” Was it my imagination or was Honey Redmore the slightest bit rattled?


  “Didn’t mean to upset you.”


  “I am not upset.”


  “Sorry.” Like hell I was sorry. Something was not right, and I planned to dig and push and unsettle until I found out what it was.


  “It’s okay. I was disturbed about him being missing, that’s all.”


  “And yet you didn’t speak to the police.”


  She gave me a look that showed the spine she would have needed in that high-powered job with the ear of the Minister of whatever the hell it was.


  “I understand there was an incident with you and Jimmy several years ago.”


  The bottle slipped from her hand and shattered on the cobble-stoned patio. Corona splashed my bare legs. The little slice of lime skittered under the next table. The smell of beer filled the air.


  Every table at the patio was filled, and every person there whipped around to stare at me, it seemed. I figured no one could believe that pretty little Honey could have a clumsy accident.


  I lifted my intact mug to set the record straight. The server scurried over to get the broken bottle shards out of the way.


  “Don’t worry about it,” she told me. “It happens. Would you like another one?”


  It was another five minutes before the patio was swept up and Honey had her replacement Corona. The server gave Honey a sympathetic look. I guess she figured Honey was covering up for klutzy old me, and wasn’t that nice of her.


  “Sorry about that,” Honey said. “And the day was going so well up to that point.”


  I said, “I’d like to talk about an incident several years ago. Something to do with a situation between Jimmy Ferguson and you.” She shook her head. “In your home.”


  “No.”


  “Some kind of an attack, I hear.”


  “There was no attack.”


  “Assault perhaps.”


  “No.”


  “Look, I am a victims’ rights advocate. I understand how difficult this would have been for you, particularly since you liked Jimmy. I am sure it was traumatic and upsetting, but the fact is Jimmy does not function intellectually as an adult, so he could easily misread situations. I need you to tell me exactly what happened.”


  “Nothing happened.”


  “Please,” I said. “Work with me here. Jimmy’s out on his own, without his medication, which you will know if you are following the news on him. He’s already most likely done himself more physical damage, and he’ll be dead soon if we don’t find him. If we can understand his behaviour, perhaps it can give us some leads about what he might have done that led to his disappearance.”


  Her hand was tight around the Corona. “I wish you’d listen to me. No attack. No assault. Jimmy Ferguson never did a thing wrong to me. Never.”


  “But I’ve been told the police took Jimmy into the station after something happened between you and him.”


  “Trust me. Nothing happened. Why are you asking about this?”


  “But the police did take Jimmy in for questioning. Not that they will talk to me.”


  “They took him in for questioning?”


  “Yes. For hours. Without legal counsel, I might add.”


  “I didn’t know about any of that.”


  “Didn’t they take a statement from you?”


  “No. They didn’t.”


  “But they must have. That doesn’t make sense.”


  “Well, they didn’t. And that’s because there was nothing to take a statement about. I repeat. No assault and no attempt at assault and nothing that could have been construed as assault or attempted assault. Am I making myself clear?” Her cheeks blazed.


  “Really? And yet they took him in for questioning. Why was that?”


  “I don’t know. This is really upsetting,” she said. “I thought I’d put it all behind me.”


  “Put what behind you? You just said nothing happened.”


  “There were rumours. In a town like Sydney, where it seems there’s only one degree of separation from everyone, gossip can spread like a virus.”


  I rubbed my temples. “Do you mind just telling me what might have kick-started the rumours, and then I could stop upsetting you.”


  “Okay. The rumour went all over town that Jimmy had attempted to rape me. Some of the rumours went further and said he’d succeeded. Other people said he’d been arrested and charged. I even heard he’d been sent away.”


  “What was behind the rumours?”


  “Nothing Jimmy did, that’s for sure. How could he have been arrested for attacking me if no one asked me a thing about it?”


  “And the police never talked to you?”


  “Please believe me.”


  “And life went on as before?”


  “Not really. I had a lot on my mind at the time. I was very upset when I heard the rumours. Of course, some of them were really nasty.”


  “Yes?”


  She gripped the new Corona bottle. “Some people suggested I might have teased him, then turned on him when he tried to take it further. Others seemed to believe Jimmy was a ticking time bomb.”


  “Jimmy was damaged by these rumours.”


  “I’m sure he was. And so was I. Everyone was diminished by them.”


  “The police never should have taken Jimmy in. Something’s wrong about this story. Something’s missing,” I said.


  “Did you speak to them?”


  “I tried, but there are issues with the Young Offenders Act, so they weren’t going to talk. Now I see that even hauling him in was a travesty of justice.”


  “The whole thing was a travesty.”


  “That doesn’t make any sense. But I can see why they’d have to investigate any accusations.”


  “I hope this is the last time I have to repeat this. I did not make any accusations.”


  “Even his brother said Jimmy had a crush on you.”


  “He often sat outside the house and waited for me. I liked him. And I never led him on. And he never did anything that was out of order. He was very sweet.”


  “And you continued to socialize with him?”


  “No, I didn’t. My father died quite suddenly, and we moved from Sydney very shortly afterwards. Of course, the rumours were upsetting, so I kept to myself. I didn’t really have any occasion to see him after that time.” I opened my mouth, but she interrupted me. “But I would have had time for Jimmy. You can believe that.”


  The funny thing was, I did believe it.


  “One more question,” I said. “If you didn’t complain to the police about Jimmy, who did?”


  Honey looked like she’d been smacked with a solid right hook. “If you’ll excuse me, I have to go now.” She stood up, tossed a twenty onto the table and headed off across the cobbled courtyard at a brisk clip. I figured that was the end of what might have been a beautiful friendship. And I knew I’d hit paydirt.


  Twenty-Three


  The meeting with Honey Redmore hadn’t used up the hour I’d allotted to it, so now I had time on my hands before I was to meet P. J. I had the Buick, and I was close enough to Elgin Street to strafe Mombourquette to see if he’d learned anything about the fire in Alvin’s building. You always have to sneak up on Mombourquette, or he disappears into some dark recess with a flash of the tail.


  Of course, it was a Saturday in July, and anyone with a life wouldn’t have been at their desk. I was betting Mombourquette didn’t have a life. Particularly with his partner on three weeks leave.


  Amazingly, the cheerful wave to the desk Sergeant outside Criminal Investigations got me a nod. “Must be a party going on.”


  I couldn’t imagine that. I stuck my head into Mombourquette’s office, anticipating that he would recoil as usual. I did the recoiling.


  “How ya doing?” Ray Deveau said.


  My mouth hung open.


  Mombourquette said, “Close your mouth, it’s bad enough you smell like a brewery.”


  “Lennie said you might drop in. Good to see you.” Deveau got to his feet and shook my hand warmly. Words failed me.


  “Gracious as always,” Mombourquette said.


  “I’m surprised,” I managed.


  “Looking for Jimmy Ferguson. It’s my case. Time’s running out. And now we know it’s more than a runaway situation.”


  “Doing his job. Without any help from you,” Mombourquette said.


  “Actually, Camilla was great. Always one step ahead. Made a big difference to us. Opened up quite a few possibilities.”


  “Really? How many laws did she break in the process?”


  Deveau gave that big, booming laugh. “We lost count, but back home we’re not as tight-assed about that stuff as you Mainlanders.”


  “Yeah, right. What do you want, Camilla? We’re about to leave.”


  Deveau grinned. “We’re heading out for a bite to eat, and maybe a drink. You want to join us?”


  “She’s busy,” Mombourquette said.


  Lucky me, I found my voice at that point. “Love to paint the town red with you guys, but, sadly, I have a date.”


  Deveau’s grin faded. “That’s too bad.”


  “Especially for the date,” Mombourquette said.


  “I want to talk about the fire at Alvin’s place. Who’s the point person on the Ottawa force for the Jimmy Ferguson case? I know it isn’t you, Lennie, but I figure you can get the information to the right desk.”


  “Have you found out something?” Deveau said.


  “Why can’t you be more like your civilized cousin?” I asked Mombourquette.


  Mombourquette flashed his incisors. “Get to the point, if you have one.”


  “I’d like to know if you’ve heard from the Hull guy whether that big fire on St. Joseph was arson. That was Alvin’s place, and Jimmy Ferguson was in the building the night of the fire.”


  “You’re kidding.”


  Mombourquette turned a paler shade of grey. “We weren’t aware of that. There weren’t any fatalities.”


  “Just lucky, I guess. Have you seen the place? Nothing left. A charred hole in the ground. Neighbours saw Jimmy running away from the building. So, at least, we know he was alive after the fire.”


  Deveau said, “I knew I could count on you. Do you have names of people who might have seen Jimmy?”


  “I gave them to Alvin. He’s staying at Mrs. Parnell’s.” I wrote down the number. “I think they’re all French-speaking.”


  “And me stuck with a name like Deveau.Quel dommage. How will I cope?” Always chuckling, that man. I wondered if all that good humour would get on your nerves after a while. “You want to give me your number?” he said. “I might need to check in and share information.”


  “Sure,” I said. I wrote my cell number and home number on the back of my card and handed it to Deveau. I enjoyed the expression on Mombourquette’s face. “I’d better get yours too, Ray. I’m heading for Bluesfest tonight. Alvin thinks that might be a place Jimmy would go.”


  “I’ll call you. I’m staying at Lennie’s.”


  I was proud of myself. I didn’t say a word about tails, whiskers or holes in the wall.


  
    * * *
  


  Even the threat of rain doesn’t dampen the spirits of a crowd at an outdoor festival. Great if you feel like fun. I didn’t expect to keep Jimmy out of my mind long enough to enjoy the shows fully. Particularly with P. J.’s mood.


  “Okay, you can stop fussing. I’m here now.” I followed P. J. through the special Clubhouse entrance and onto the Bluesfest Grounds.


  “I can’t get over it. You missed Blue Rodeo last night and all the afternoon stuff today.”


  “Cool it, P. J. Remember, you never heard of any of these people before. You like alternative rock, remember? If it’s too big for the garage, you lose interest.”


  “Funny, Tiger.”


  Even with the special entrance, I picked up the buzz from the crowd. Close to twenty thousand people merged and surged on the site, heading to one of the four stages or the Compact Music tent to buy CDs. People bought souvenirs, festival chairs, beer. Music swirled all around, and people moved their bodies to the sound. Even me. I couldn’t keep the shoulders or the hips still.


  This was the first time I remembered being at a Bluesfest without having to carry a blanket or chair to sit on. Our Clubhouse passes guaranteed chairs that you didn’t have to carry, great views of the stages and our own Clubhouse portapotties.


  “Wouldn’t want to line up with the hoi-polloi,” I said.


  “Don’t knock it, Tiger. You’ll be glad not to be standing downwind of twenty guys after they’ve had a couple of beer.”


  He had a point.


  We passed the Gospel Tent, which was practically swaying to the beat of the music inside. We zigged and zagged towards the Main Stage, on our way to The Louisiana Stage. Acres of grass were covered with low festival chairs, plastic lawn chairs, folding camp chairs, picnic blankets and canvas armchairs with beer holders. If I took a guess, many of the people would have been pushing fifty, but kids spilled around, lying on blankets, working on puzzles or quiet games.


  I sniffed the air and got a whiff of illegal herbs. If Alvin had been there, he would have approved.


  I wasn’t one hundred per cent sure this was the place to be. After all, Jimmy Ferguson wouldn’t be hiding out in one of the Clubhouse tents. And while the views would be great and the sound even better, it lacked the scouting opportunities I’d have in the milling crowd. On the other hand, we would be making tracks between Clubhouse tents if we were going to catch the performances I’d picked for the evening. Dr. John at the Louisiana Stage, followed by John Hammond up the hill at the Acoustic Stage, and the big Main Stage performance, George Thorogood and the Destroyers.


  P. J. didn’t mind me doing the picking, which was wise on his part, but he wasn’t thrilled to have me handing out posters to everyone we passed either.


  “I can’t believe you put your telephone number on them, Tiger. Why not just write your name on the bathroom wall?”


  “Funny.”


  We settled into chairs in the Clubhouse by the Louisiana Stage, and I made myself comfortable. P. J. got us drinks (I said anything but Corona), then headed off to score some appropriate food. I’d handed out a dozen more “Have You Seen Our Jimmy?” posters to the other people in the Clubhouse by the time he got back with Blackened Chicken Salad for me and BBQ Brisket Po Boy for P. J.. The band was late, as usual. At an outdoor festival with four stages, no one should be too surprised if performances run late, or bands have last minute substitutions. In spite of it, everybody stayed mellow.


  P. J. said. “This is about relaxing and cutting loose. Right?”


  “I can’t really cut loose until we find Jimmy. You’ll have to relax for both of us.”


  “I think I’m going to do that,” he said. “Nicholas is taking the weekend off to take care of personal and spiritual matters.”


  “Nicholas? Excuse me while I throw up,” I said. “You’re on a first-name basis with Nicholas Southern now?”


  “You don’t know the guy, and you let your knee-jerk liberal prejudices close your mind.”


  “That’s me, pinko commie all the way. You’re letting bad values slip in by osmosis. I thought you guys in the media were supposed to keep an open mind.”


  “More open than yours. In fairness, the guy has good ideas and values. He made a ton of money by working hard and using his brains, and he’s got real leadership qualities. At the same time, he’s an urban guy, not a hick. Don’t snort, Tiger, it’s not flattering.”


  “Hard work? The guy makes over a hundred million in a dot.comedy, and you call it hard work? Blind luck and a knack for pulling a fast one is more like it.”


  “Come on. He built a company and sold it. Someone valued it enough to buy it.”


  “Oh, yeah. I bet they’re real happy now. Where is that company? Oh right, in the toilet. But Nicholas still has the big bucks. How many shareholders would like to tar and feather him?”


  “Caveat emptor. You know that, Tiger.”


  “No kidding. But you know something, P. J. I don’t like what’s happening to your politics.”


  “Seriously, you have the same views as Nicholas does on people taking responsibility for their own actions, on criminals serving sentences that match the seriousness of their crimes. A lot of the things you go out on a limb for are the same principles he has.”


  “Next you’ll suggest I could vote for someone like him. Be careful unless you want your mouth washed out with soap.”


  “You and whose army? What are you doing?”


  “Sorry, I thought I saw someone.”


  “Jimmy?”


  “No such luck. It’s someone else from Sydney. And I’ve got to track him down.”


  “What? We just settled in. Where you going?”


  I didn’t hear any more since I had scrambled out of the Clubhouse tent, trying to catch up with a jeaned backside as it vanished into a sea of people.


  
    * * *
  


  “I’m sorry, P. J., but I had no choice.”


  “You were gone forty-five minutes. You missed Dr. John, who is someone I actually enjoy. Who the hell were you chasing?”


  “I was chasing after a certain Reefer Keefer from Sydney. One of the people Jimmy spent time with the afternoon of his disappearance. He’s a small-time dope dealer, an ex-con, and I guess some kind of musician. Oh, and a liar. Anyway, he slithered away.”


  “I gathered by the fact you don’t have a prisoner that you didn’t catch him. How come you’re limping?”


  “I tripped over a tent wire. At least I got close enough to see he had a blue wristband, so we know he’s got a pass for the whole festival. He’s probably planning to be here every day. So that’s someone else we’re on the lookout for. Besides Jimmy, of course.”


  “You are.”


  “Don’t tell me you’re not keeping an eye out for Jimmy.”


  “Of course I am, but I don’t even know what this other guy looks like.”


  “He looks like your Lord and Saviour in faded blue jeans.”


  “Don’t mock me. Come on up to the Acoustic Stage, we might be able to catch the last bit of John Hammond. If we’re lucky.”


  I wondered if Jimmy would be at the Acoustic stage and decided with the complex program and huge crowds it was as likely as anywhere else. You could have a good time anywhere. “Don’t rush, P. J. These things always run late.”


  
    * * *
  


  By 9:30 I had distributed every one of my Jimmy posters, had had four false spottings of Reefer Keefer and, for reasons that didn’t seem sound in retrospect, had consumed two more beer.


  P. J. and I settled into the Main Stage Clubhouse to wait for George Thorogood and the Destroyers to make their appearance. P. J. gave me a little pep talk about personal responsibility and the potential effects of societal change on our soggy economy.


  I yawned, pointedly.


  “Laugh all you want, Tiger, but this guy is on to something. I think he really could end up with a new political party people would be proud to join. He’s got a definite appeal to younger voters.”


  “By any chance, P. J., have aliens eaten your brain?”


  “Plus Nicholas Southern has integrity, which is undervalued.”


  “Certainly undervalued by reporters, which you seem to have forgotten you are.”


  It takes more than that to get P. J. off a high horse. He droned on for the next little while, even as the band set up on the stage. Once we got comfortable, the effects of several nights of lost sleep, my frantic hour-long race around Lebreton Flats, the two beers and P. J.’s channelling of Nicholas Southern’s right wing ravings combined. In the middle of a show with one hell of a decibel level, my head flopped back, and I started to saw logs.


  I will regret that to my dying day. There’s no such thing as just a concert when you’re talking George Thorogood.


  
    * * *
  


  This is Ottawa. We have noise bylaws. As Alvin had mentioned earlier, you can hear the Bluesfest clear across the Ottawa River in Hull, so the whole thing shuts down by eleven o’clock. P. J. and I waited until the last possible minute before we joined the throng flowing towards the parking lots. I knew many people would be heading off for after hours concerts, but all I could think of was my bed.


  “I can’t believe you slept through that,” he said, as we wove our way towards my place. “It’s not even possible. You’re like the date from hell. First you want to fight over politics, then you snore.”


  I didn’t say anything. My eyes were closing again. They popped open when he pulled up in front of my apartment.


  I said, “Did you really think this was a date?”


  “Like I said, from hell. We have all day tomorrow to try again and see if we get the hang of it.”


  
    * * *
  


  I stumbled through the foyer to the elevator. On the sixteenth floor I tiptoed past Mrs. Parnell’s place. For once, she wasn’t in her doorway, and no sliver of light showed under the door. I figured if she had good news or really bad news, she and Alvin would let me know. I wanted to pitch head first into my bed. Therefore, the sight of Vince Ferguson sitting on my sofa at midnight was the emotional equivalent to having a piano dropped on my head.


  “What are you doing here?” I said.


  “I have to stay somewhere.” He was peevish as always. “Not my idea. Violet insisted.”


  I blurted, “But you’re supposed to be at my sister Edwina’s.”


  “Everyone else is at your sister’s. I got into town about twenty minutes ago. I drove straight here by myself. I’m beat. Allie is out somewhere, so Violet told me to settle here. Allie’s on her sofa tonight. I’ll head out tomorrow. It’s not like you didn’t stay at our place.”


  I guess Vince had drawn the short straw. Me or the street. He probably had to think long and hard before making his decision.


  “Fine. You get the sofa.”


  By now I’d been jolted wide awake. Worse, I would have to wear bedclothes, something else to be resentful about. As I was about to toss my Bermuda shorts into the hamper, I spotted the splash from Honey’s spilled Corona. That reminded me. Maybe it wouldn’t be a wasted night after all. Now I had an opportunity to ask a few tough questions of Vincent Ferguson, Ph.D.


  Of course, I had to get dressed again first. I knocked on my living room door before coming out and telling a big lie. “I’m glad you’re here, Vince. I’m sure Alvin appreciates it too. He’s pretty exhausted.”


  “Aren’t you helping him?”


  Typical Vince with that accusing tone in his voice. “That’s not the point. Naturally, I’m helping him.” More than you are, I thought. “Remember, Jimmy might not want to be found.”


  “I don’t see how he can evade you, if you’re all really making an effort.”


  Sure, like he hadn’t evaded Vince and his mother in Sydney. A moment of silence fell before I played the offensive. “Speaking of evading. How about you fill me in on one bit of information. You said Jimmy had been questioned in connection with the alleged assault on Honey Redmore.” Dead silence. It wasn’t like I’d invented the story. “I understand the assault never happened.”


  “Correct. I told you that.”


  “But you also told me Jimmy was questioned by the police.”


  “What does this have to do with anything? We’ve been all over it. It’s old news.”


  “Bear with me, Vince. So he was questioned.”


  “Yes. And released.”


  “Look, we both accept the assault never happened. I spoke to Honey Redmore, and I believe she’s as outraged as you are about Jimmy being questioned.”


  “You spoke to her about it? You’ve got a lot of nerve.”


  “I suppose I do, although I don’t know why that should bother you. But the fact is the police did interview him.”


  “Listen, we are going through a very difficult time here since Jimmy disappeared. We don’t need you upsetting people even more.”


  “Guess what. I don’t give a shit if people get upset. You are not the only one feeling the impact. Your own brother, Alvin, has been in a state of near collapse, and I don’t see anyone in your family giving a thought to how he’s doing, although I hear that’s nothing new. Mrs. Parnell is seventy-nine years old, and she thinks he’s worth dropping everything for. I don’t even have time to go in to my office to get my own work done, so stop with the goddam stonewalling and tell me what happened.”


  I was expecting a slammed door but actually got an answer.


  “I told you. They interviewed him about breaking into the Redmore house.”


  “Not assault.”


  “I don’t think so.”


  “What exactly did they ask him?”


  “I don’t know. It was all over by the time I got to the station.”


  “What did your mother say it was about?”


  “She wasn’t present during the interview. She arrived when I did.”


  “What? Was anyone in your family with him?”


  “Not until afterwards.”


  “But the police couldn’t interview someone like Jimmy on his own. It’s not even legal. He would have needed to have an intervener.”


  “I think they slipped up because of the seriousness of the events.”


  I said, “You mean they took it seriously because the complaint came from the Redmores. It’s a small place, and the Redmores were well-known and respectable.”


  “So are the Fergusons. They said they had to check it out. They had no choice.”


  “Fair enough. I guess they have to follow up on complaints. But what were they checking out? Honey Redmore made it very clear there had been no kind of assault on her person.”


  “Did she?”


  “Yes. She was adamant. You said she claimed Jimmy tried to rape her.”


  “She did say that.”


  “But I believed her. She seemed genuinely upset that Jimmy had been questioned.”


  “Not so sure that’s true.”


  “Knock it off, Vince. What the hell happened?”


  “That’s all I want to say.”


  “You’d better say a bit more than that. I want to get to the bottom of this. I can’t believe the police didn’t give your family some indication of why Jimmy was brought in.”


  “They did.”


  “Quit acting like a jerk. Get it over with. What did they say?”


  “They said it had been a break and enter with violence, I believe that’s the term, and that they had to follow up.”


  “What violence are we talking about?”


  “They said Jimmy had been in the Redmore house during an incident, and the Redmores had chased him away.”


  “But Honey said there was no break-in.”


  “I talked to the police. A couple of the officers were classmates of mine. They felt they had no choice, considering what happened.”


  “But seriously, even if Jimmy had been in the house, was that the end of the world? Did he break a window or something? What did he say to you?”


  “He said he didn’t do anything.”


  “My family is from Sydney. I know it’s a friendly community. People drop in to each other’s homes all the time and are made very welcome. Especially Jimmy. Everyone seemed to like him, and he dropped in to see friends all the time. Is it possible Jimmy believed he could walk into Honey’s place because she was his friend?”


  Vince hesitated. “That’s what I thought. He might have got the signals wrong. But Jimmy said he never went into the Redmores’ place. Jimmy can get the facts wrong, but you can always tell if he is trying to lie. He’s the worst liar in the world.”


  “So it looks like he was never in the house, but the family said he was.”


  “Yes.”


  “Why?”


  “I don’t know. But the Redmores were outraged, and they wanted charges pressed. According to my sources, they were quite insistent.”


  “I wonder what happened?”


  “The worst part of it is what took place afterwards.”


  “Afterwards?”


  “When the fuss started, Mr. Redmore actually chased Jimmy right over to George Street and tried to apprehend him.”


  “Would Mr. Redmore have known who Jimmy was?”


  “Of course.”


  “Even if Jimmy had broken into the house, why would he chase him? Why wouldn’t he call your mother?”


  “I don’t know. But if he had, maybe he’d be alive today.”


  “What?”


  “He had some kind of cardiac event while he was chasing Jimmy. He collapsed and was taken to hospital. They said it was brought on by the stress of the chase.”


  “And he died?”


  “Shortly after. He never really recovered after the first collapse. He had some emergency surgery. Angioplasty or something, and I guess it was too little too late.”


  A heart attack triggered by the incident that never happened. No goddam wonder Honey had been upset by my line of questioning.


  “Ma tried to talk to the family. We felt awful about whatever Jimmy had done. We wanted them to know he would never mean any harm.”


  “And what did they say?”


  “No one in the family would talk to her. Mrs. Redmore walked right by Ma after the funeral and wouldn’t say a word. The brother actually told Ma he thought we should have Jimmy locked up forever.”


  “My God.”


  “Ma was in pretty bad shape about that.”


  “But did Honey herself say anything?”


  “We never laid eyes on her. She went back to Halifax right away.”


  “So was it only Mrs. Redmore who was upset?”


  “And the brother.”


  “Something pretty weird about the whole thing. I can’t quite put my finger on it, but it’s got to have some connection.”


  “There’s no connection. It’s history. We’d like to forget the whole thing.”


  “Honey didn’t say anything about blaming your family. I got the impression she was quite fond of Jimmy.”


  “Try to do something useful.”


  “I’ll do whatever I have to. I want to get Jimmy back, safely, and to help Alvin recover.”


  “Alvin? Jimmy’s the one we need to think about. We can’t let Alvin’s bid for attention take away from the search.”


  “You listen to me. Alvin has done more than the rest of you put together. If you spent a bit more time being family to him instead of always trying to cover your asses, maybe he wouldn’t need attention.”


  “Don’t tell me how to deal with my family.”


  Tough talk, considering whose sofa his butt was parked on.


  “Here’s another news update. I will tell you anything I want and I will ask any question I want until we get to the bottom of what happened to Jimmy. Try stonewalling me again and watch the fireworks.”


  It seemed as good a time as any to march back to my bedroom. Gussie made an attempt to come with me, which was not such a good thing. Gussie scratched and whined until I relented and opened the door. “You can’t stand him either,” I said.


  Mrs. Parnell’s cat would have to cope.


  Twenty-Four


  In the morning Vince was gone, leaving sheets neatly folded on the sofa. Mrs. Parnell told me Alvin had left already, after five hours sleep. He was scouring the city for Jimmy with the rest of his family. I turned down the suggested eye-opener and took Gussie for a constitutional which put a whole new spin on why I am not a dog owner. On the upside, the walk was long enough to help me plan the day. The main plan was to hook up with P. J. and head to Bluesfest with another pile of posters. I’d start by talking to Security, then work the grounds using my head, not just my ears.


  Mrs. Parnell was settled in my living room when Gussie and I got back. Apparently, I’m the only person who can’t walk through walls. She had brought a thermos of coffee, so that made everything all right. I filled her in on what I’d learned about the Redmores.


  “Something rotten somewhere,” she said. “So you’ll be interrogating this Redmore woman again today about the father?”


  “I left her three messages this morning. I wish she’d return my calls.”


  “Perhaps I can track her down.”


  “I’ve got a lot to do. And this is a big day and night at Bluesfest. After tonight, no events are scheduled until Matthew Good plays for youth night on Wednesday. We need to find Jimmy well before that. If we’re going to locate Jimmy at Bluesfest, it has to be today,” I said. “If you can find out where Honey Redmore works, I’ll head up to her office on Monday. My father said she’s on staff in some Minister’s office.”


  “I would imagine she is trying to avoid you.”


  “Maybe, but so what? We don’t have forever to figure out what’s going on here. And I think that as a taxpayer, I should have access to those government buildings.”


  “Give me a bit of time. I may be an old soldier, but I want to make a contribution.”


  “That’s great, Mrs. P. You keep at that. Pretty soon, I want to make a quick trip over to Gadzooks to make sure Alvin hasn’t lost his new job.”


  “Excellent idea, Ms. MacPhee. Young Ferguson has already paid a big price here. Perhaps it’s survivor guilt. I’ve seen that often enough in my career. The boys who came back and lived out their lives felt they didn’t deserve to live after their comrades had fallen.”


  “I can understand that. But Alvin wasn’t in a war.”


  “These things don’t come from nowhere. There is a lot we don’t know. But remember from what Donald Donnie and Loretta were saying, he was devastated by Jimmy’s accident. Devastated but unharmed.”


  “I believe you. And I’d like to know more about the boys they talked about. The Fergusons never even mentioned them. Let’s keep digging, Mrs. P.”


  
    * * *
  


  Deveau called me before I called him. Cross off another thing on the list.


  “Reefer Keefer,” I said, before he got in his two cents worth.


  “What?”


  “Reefer Keefer.”


  “Most people say hello, but suit yourself.” I could almost hear his grin.


  “Ha ha. This is serious. I saw Reefer yesterday at Bluesfest.”


  “Here? Really? That’s amazing.”


  “I’ll keep an eye out for him again today. I’ll be checking out the grounds.”


  “Maybe I should come along with you.”


  “Sorry, my date hates it when I detect.”


  There was that chuckle. “A drink then.”


  “Sobriety calls,” I said.


  “But few are chosen. By the way, Lennie’s had contact with the Hull side. Looks like they’re pretty sure the fire at Alvin’s place was arson.”


  I took a deep breath.


  “I’ll keep you posted,” he said.


  “Thanks, Ray. That’s gotta be connected with Jimmy.”


  “Sure looks like it.”


  “Something to think about.”


  “See you later,” Deveau said.


  I hope so, I thought. I really hope so.


  
    * * *
  


  When we hit the Bluesfest site along with the surging Sunday crowds, P. J. was back to his normal mellow self. Even though I made it clear I was going to talk to Security before we did anything else.


  “I should have done this yesterday.”


  “No problem,” he said. “I filed my story by deadline, so I get to take the day off like a normal human being. I’m off the hook until tomorrow.”


  “The Great Right Hope in church all day, is he?”


  “Don’t be like that. He’s in Kingston, meeting with some potential supporters who aren’t ready to show their colours, so the event’s not open to the public. Tomorrow I’ll cover his luncheon speech in Montreal. Quebec’s been a hard sell. Then he’ll be getting mentally prepared for the big interview on Face Off on Tuesday.”


  “Prepared how? Getting a complete personality transplant?”


  “Come on. I keep telling you, underneath, he’s a decent guy.”


  “I liked it better when you were young and cynical. Here’s the deal. No politics today. None.”


  P. J. sulked after that, but I paid no attention, because I bumped into at least a dozen people I’d known from school or university. All of the women looked at P. J. speculatively. Who could blame them? He was pretty cute with that curly red hair and the little gap between his front teeth, which you could see when he stopped pouting. Too bad he was such a pain in the ass about this political thing.


  The last classmate, whose name escaped me, yanked my arm and pulled me over to give me a garlicky whisper. “He’s so cute. But does his mother know he’s out?”


  “Funny.” P. J. had turned thirty on his last birthday. Frankly, I didn’t think five years was such a big deal.


  “You go, girl,” she said. “How old is he?”


  “Nineteen. But he’s had a hard life.”


  I kept an eagle eye out for Reefer Keefer all the way to the security HQ. No joy.


  “Who do you want to hear after this?” P. J. said.


  “It doesn’t really matter to me. The important thing is to make the rounds and hand out these posters of Jimmy.”


  “How about catching Mumbo Jumbo Voodoo Combo first? Then we can work our way around from stage to stage.”


  “Whatever.” The weather was clearing, and it was Sunday, so probably we’d be dealing with close to thirty thousand people. We’d be busy with the posters no matter where we were.


  You could spot the security guys a mile off: black baseball caps, clean cut, stoic. We tracked down a honcho not far from the Main Stage. I passed over the picture of Jimmy and ran through the background on him.


  “Yeah. Right. The kid from Nova Scotia. We’re up to speed on that. We got a hundred of our people on the lookout. Not that they haven’t got plenty to do, but the guys will really want to help with this. And we got a couple thousand volunteers. They’ve been informed about him too.”


  “Have the police been here already?”


  “Cop from down East. Like I said, we’re up to speed.”


  “That’s good. So while you’re on it, do you mind keeping an eye out for a guy that looks like Jesus Christ?”


  “The Christ guy. Yeah. We’re already on that too.”


  As we left P. J. said, “Maybe you should work on your people skills.”


  “I’m on edge. This kid could be dying. Will die. If Jimmy’s around Bluesfest, I’ve got to make my time pay off.”


  “What are you going to do if you don’t find him today?”


  “Tomorrow I’ll track Honey Redmore down at the office, because she’s not answering my calls. By the way, do you know where she works?”


  “Forget it. You’ll never get past security. Anyway, the best way to catch her is after work hours. Try six thirty or seven, D’Arcy McGee’s pub on Sparks. She drops in a couple of evenings a week.”


  “That’s great, I’ve got plenty to do tomorrow during the day.”


  “No guarantees she’ll show, but anyway, you could try talking to her brother.”


  “Why? Do you know her brother?”


  “You mean, you don’t?”


  “Knock it off, P. J.”


  “He’s the rising star. Television.Face Off. Come on, Tiger. Get with the program.”


  “I don’t watch TV, you know that. I’ve never seen Face Off.”


  “It’s got serious audience ratings and a lot of clout. Remember, I just told you Nick is going to be interviewed by Redmore on Tuesday. It’ll be like the dance of death. Redmore is a real hardass when it comes to anything right of Mahatma Gandhi. You want holier than thou, Will Redmore’s your man.”


  “I like him already.”


  “Watch it once and see if you still agree. Redmore’s a shark. Big good-looking guy, mean as hell. Limousine liberal.”


  “You’re worried about your pet politician. Maybe if his feelings get hurt, he won’t have the moral strength to put the screws to welfare moms and street kids.”


  “I won’t dignify that with a response, Tiger. But personally, I’d like the interview to be fair. Redmore would shred his mother on camera if it would boost ratings. And the tactic works.”


  “Good fodder for you as a reporter, though. Admit it.”


  P. J. chose to keep silent rather than incriminate himself. That was okay, I had plenty to listen to. My feet were tapping.


  
    * * *
  


  By Sunday evening, it felt like we’d combed every inch of the grassy commons, traversing the nearly ten acres a half-dozen times and back to P. J.’s car three times for posters.


  Criss-crossing Bluesfest means pushing against crowds, tripping over blankets, squeezing in between lawn chairs, stretching on tiptoes to see over heads. I checked all the lines outside the johns. If Jimmy was around, sooner or later, he’d have to pee.


  I got a few remarks the third time I walked up and down the rows.


  “As dates go,” P. J. said, “this must be among the more unusual.”


  “Who’s that guy coming out of the john at the end of the line?” I said. “Never mind, false alarm.”


  Every second male at Bluesfest had on a T-shirt and jeans and a high percentage of them had short, dark hair. Ditto baseball caps. I must have tapped hundreds of men on the shoulder only to say, sorry, my mistake, I thought you were someone else.


  I had sore feet, beer breath and a sunburnt nose. P. J. looked like a tomato with hair.


  “Give up, it’s getting dark,” he said. “Let’s get a seat in the Clubhouse for Jonny Lang.”


  “First I want to check the Compact Music tent. I should have given those guys some posters. Maybe they saw him.”


  “I thought he didn’t have any money.”


  “Alvin thinks he might. You know what, you should do something about that burn. Does it hurt?”


  “Na.”


  “Liar. You better get something for it.”


  “Thanks, Mom.”


  “You know what, after this, I thought of something. I saw a picture of Jimmy on a camping trip. Don’t they have a campground right over the hill? I never even thought about it. I was concentrating on other stuff. Let’s check it out tonight, if you’re up to it. “


  “I guess I’ll look like an idiot tomorrow. With a flame-red nose.”


  I barely managed not to say that he already looked like an idiot. That was before he turned green. “You okay, P. J.?”


  “No.”


  “What’s wrong?”


  “Oysters. I knew I shouldn’t have had oysters,” he said and dashed back to the nearest Clubhouse can.


  Twenty-Five


  I jumped at the sexy whisper in my ear. The CDs I was holding went flying. I grabbed at them before they fell onto the grass and got trampled. “Sorry,” Ray Deveau chuckled, “I guess I thought you were fearless.”


  “Oh, I’m getting my heart rate up.”


  “Thought you had a date.”


  “Gone home. Apparently I make him sick.” I handed over the money for three CDs, Jonny Lang, John Hammond and Dr. John. Why not? Sooner or later, life might be normal, and I’d want to hear what I’d missed.


  “I see a pattern here,” Deveau said. “So, do you want company?”


  “Sure. Big show’s about to start. Almost everyone will be at the Main Stage. Maybe between us, we’ll see Jimmy in the crowd. Later, I’ll check the campgrounds over the hill.”


  “Save your time. We checked it out today. No sign of him. Left instructions and the photo at the check-in too. But we can try again if you want. Better safe than sorry.”


  “No point. We’re running out of time, and we have plenty to do without going over old ground.”


  “What do you have in mind?” I was starting to like that chuckle.


  
    * * *
  


  We hit every one of the late night clubs. It must have been after two by the time we’d burned through Café Toulouse, TRex, The Bytown, Labatt 7 Bar Blues and finally The Rainbow. I was having trouble sorting out who was playing where and when. Good thing Deveau was the designated driver. After our second stop, I’d made the switch from suds to Perrier, or he’d have been the designated thinker too.


  I learned a bit as we went. His wife had died of leukemia three years earlier, he was proud of his daughters aged eleven and thirteen and if they hadn’t been at music camp, he wouldn’t have been in Ottawa. I also learned that he was using his own time to follow up on Jimmy Ferguson.


  To my surprise, I found myself hoping he didn’t have a girlfriend. We handed out posters wherever we went. The late night crowd didn’t seem too troubled by the idea of the missing kid. Until we passed the poster to a couple of denim-clad girls at The Rainbow.


  The short brunette squinted at Jimmy’s image. “Hey look, isn’t he the guy we saw on Dalhousie yesterday?”


  Her friend nodded. “Yeah. That’s him. But I think it was on George near the flower stalls.”


  “Or York maybe.”


  “Let’s have your names and phone numbers,” Deveau said. Must have been very coplike, because the two of them melted through the crowd like ice on a summer sidewalk. “Sorry,” he said. “Why didn’t you yell ‘I’m a cop. Everyone put your hands up. It’s time for the strip search?’” I said.


  Naturally he chuckled.


  “At least I know where to head tomorrow,” I said.


  “Got news for you. It’s tomorrow now.”


  
    * * *
  


  Wakey wakey came way too early. I staggered to the bathroom, dislodging Gussie and Mrs. Parnell’s cat. I tried to remember exactly what had happened when Ray Deveau had brought me home. The throb in my temples got in the way of my brain activity.


  The latter part of the night was less than a blur. When had I said goodnight? Had we said goodnight?


  I remembered sitting on the sofa with Gussie emitting something stunningly noxious, and I remembered Deveau suggesting I stay away from Cajun food. His chuckle was the last thing I remembered. Then through the fog, a dim recollection of a chaste goodbye at my door. That was good news. After five years of celibacy, I would have hated to fall off the wagon and not remember it.


  It’s a good thing Mrs. Parnell doesn’t knock. My head might have imploded.


  “Greetings, Ms. MacPhee. Found time for a bit of R and R last night, I see.”


  “Relentless and research.”


  “Excellent. Although, I realize girls will be girls. I was young myself once.”


  I let it drop. “Can you get hold of Father Blaise today? And I’ll need the address of every hostel or shelter that might take in a kid like Jimmy. Concentrate on the market area. A couple of young women last night seemed to recognize him from that part of town.”


  “Consider it done, Ms. MacPhee. I believe it was Wellington who said, ‘Endeavour to find out what you don’t know by what you do’.”


  “Before my time, Mrs. P.” I carefully closed the bathroom door and groped for the Tylenol.


  It was ten-thirty before I turned on the radio to catch the news.


  Top story: The body of an unidentified male had been found on a deserted downtown side street. Police were treating it as a hit and run.


  
    * * *
  


  Mombourquette did not answer his phone. Deveau had not called yet. As far as I knew, P. J. was covering the rubber chicken schtick in Montreal. He didn’t answer his phone either or return sympathetic messages. I called everyone I could who might know about the body. I had a good plan to bullshit my way into the morgue when the phone rang.


  Deveau. Not chuckling. “Have you heard?”


  “Jimmy?” I felt a wave of grief for a boy I’d never got to meet.


  “No, thank God.”


  I collapsed onto the sofa, throat aching.


  “But you can stop looking for Reefer Keefer.”


  
    * * *
  


  However miserable I felt crawling through the Byward Market in the thirty degree Celsius heat working my way through Mrs. P.’s list, I figured P. J. might have been worse off if he’d trekked off to Montreal to observe Nicholas Southern address disaffected conservatives who would be willing to kick in two hundred and fifty smackers a plate for the privilege of hearing him rant. I hoped the oysters were long gone. Wherever and whatever, he didn’t answer his cellphone, and he still wasn’t returning his calls.


  Of course, when you start combing through the shelters, it gives you a bit of perspective. So my Monday was wasted with no sign of Jimmy anyway. I had a headache. Big frigging deal. I had a home, food, relatives who cared enough to badger me. And I had Mrs. Parnell’s cat and Gussie to keep me company.


  I was shocked to learn how many kids were on the street. Sometimes fleeing savage homes. Sometimes drawn by drugs and bad companions. By the time I’d checked the Youth Shelter, the Mission, the Shepherds of Good Hope and the Food Bank, I was feeling pulled down by the sheer weight of human misery. If I’d run into Mr. Pull Up Your Socks Southern, I would have pulled up his frigging socks all right. Through his ears.


  No one remembered seeing Jimmy. I figured that might be good news, but the people I talked to figured otherwise.


  The last worker said, “Good-looking kid, he wouldn’t last long on the stroll here. Hope you find him soon.”


  One more reason to worry.


  
    * * *
  


  It was well after six when I slid into the cool confines of D’Arcy McGee’s pub on Sparks Street. If something political was happening in a watering hole in Ottawa, it would be happening there. I had to admire the irony that the only sitting Canadian politician to be assassinated was celebrated with a trendy drinking spot.


  Honey Redmore, looking gorgeous, was locked in an intense discussion with a tall, good-looking man. He seemed familiar, but I couldn’t place him. Since his suit must have set him back over a thousand, I took him for one of the seasoned lobbyists who inhabited the place. What was he promoting? Booze? Cigarettes? Chemicals? I guess we’ve all got to make a living, but some of us draw the line.


  I waited until she headed for the ladies room. No place like the ladies room if you burst into tears. “Hi,” I said, following her through the door, “fancy meeting you here.”


  “Oh,” she said, like she’d seen something with six legs sashay across her tablecloth.


  “Crazy weather,” I said.


  “Sure is.” She headed for the stall.


  “That Corona. They say you don’t buy it, you only rent it.”


  “Excuse me.” She reached for the door and probably thought that would end our conversation. She thought wrong. “I have a question. I can wait if you’d like.”


  Her nostrils flared. A woman of spirit, the lovely Honey Redmore. “Ask your question.”


  “It has to do with Jimmy Ferguson.”


  “Stop harassing me. Jimmy did nothing. Nor did I.”


  “You didn’t tell me your family called the police. You didn’t tell me your father died chasing Jimmy down the street.”


  She collapsed against the door frame.


  “It’s tough, but the sooner you level with me, the sooner I’ll go away,” I said positively. “Your family insisted on having Jimmy Ferguson charged with breaking and entering. They talked about violence.”


  “If that’s true, which I sincerely doubt, then my family was mistaken.”


  “The Fergusons, an admittedly biased source, claim the police questioned Jimmy for hours, without a relative present, because of pressure.”


  The pretty chin was wobbling now.


  “If Jimmy did nothing, why would your father chase him? If he believed Jimmy assaulted you, why wouldn’t he simply call the Fergusons? They’d have been over in a shot.”


  She stared at the floor and swallowed.


  “I realize we’re talking about your father’s death, but now we are dealing with another potential tragedy. Jimmy Ferguson will be dead soon. You need to tell me: Why did your father chase Jimmy?”


  “I don’t know,” she said.


  “You’re sticking to that story? Then you haven’t seen the end of me.”


  That must have been a tough prospect, because she elbowed me in the ribs and ducked out the door.


  “Look,” I said when I had cornered her again. “Please tell me what you suspect. Something happened, and I know it’s relevant. Make it easy on yourself.”


  I turned as the big guy in the million dollar suit with matching face joined us. The face was not smiling.


  “Something wrong here?”


  “It’s okay.”


  “You look upset, Hon.”


  “I’m fine.”


  “Everything’s hunky dory,” I said.


  “You sure you’re okay?” I didn’t like the look he gave me.


  “We’re fine. We’d like a little privacy here,” I said. “No, we wouldn’t,” Honey said.


  “I only need a minute.”


  “I do not want to talk to you,” Honey said.


  Loud enough, I thought. A few heads turned our way. The big guy moved off. I decided to press my advantage. “A misunderstanding with tragic consequences, but what triggered it? Which reminds me, are you aware that Reefer Keefer died last night?”


  She looked startled. “That’s dreadful. But I don’t see a connection.”


  “Oh, there’s a connection, and I’ll find out what it is.”


  I felt a tap on my shoulder and whipped around to tell the million-dollar man to go to hell. I found myself nose to chest with someone who might have been a bouncer.


  “I’ve been thrown out of far better places than this,” I said as he frog-marched me through the door and deposited me on Sparks Street. The D’Arcy McGee is such a great pub. It was too bad I wouldn’t be allowed back.


  
    * * *
  


  “Some would say it serves you right, Ms. MacPhee.”


  “Not to my face they’d better not.”


  “Point taken.”


  “I don’t really have much choice.”


  “One does what one must.” She followed that up with a solid serving of Harvey’s Bristol Cream in my glass.


  “Exactly. And it’s impossible to dig around the death of a parent without causing some discomfort.”


  “Are you certain, Ms. MacPhee, there’s something to dig for? Surely, the sudden loss of a father would cause anyone to choke up.”


  “Possibly. But she didn’t really choke up originally. She was very open. She told me Jimmy Ferguson had not assaulted her. She was quite emphatic. So what did he do? Did one of his friends do something? Maybe Jimmy was in the wrong place at the wrong time.”


  “So you are asking yourself if anything really happened.”


  “Something happened all right. I figure Honey Redmore is protecting someone.”


  “From you?”


  “I don’t know.”


  “Protecting Jimmy perhaps.”


  “I believe she wants to protect Jimmy from a false accusation. But that doesn’t explain it. The police didn’t press charges against Jimmy. That can only mean they had no evidence.”


  “I suppose that’s fair enough,” Mrs. Parnell said.


  “I’d agree with you as a rule. It’s intended to protect the young person, but here it’s doing anything but.”


  “I am surprised, Ms. MacPhee, that Sergeant Deveau hasn’t spilled the beans. Considering his late night visit.”


  Does the woman miss nothing? “He’s doing the proper thing, legally and ethically. People get slapped with charges if they violate the confidentiality provision. Rightly so. But it’s goddam inconvenient right now.”


  “Not the sort of thing that holds you back as a rule, is it?”


  “Of course, it is. I am very law-abiding. Don’t bother to snort like that, Mrs. P. Anyway, there has to be something else at work in that weird story. Ask yourself, if your father died because of something someone did, why would you want to protect that person?”


  “I take your point,” Mrs. Parnell said.


  “So who would you want to protect?”


  “You mentioned Jimmy’s friends.”


  “Right. Let’s look at them. Brandon couldn’t get around in his wheelchair, and Thomas is so fragile, I can’t imagine it.”


  “What about Reefer Keefer?”


  “Better. I don’t think Honey would go out on a limb to protect him. She didn’t react much when I told her he was dead. But she certainly got upset about Jimmy.”


  “Speaks well of her.”


  “Let’s think about it. Who in your experience would someone want to protect?”


  “In my experience? A colleague or a superior officer,” Mrs. Parnell said.


  I sat up straight. “You know something? I think that’s it.”


  “A superior officer? But Honey was a civilian. Or have I missed something?”


  “We all have superiors. Even civilians. Even adolescents. Teachers. Coaches.”


  “Hmm. Let’s follow up. And if something happened with someone like that, it might explain why the family decided to move so quickly after the father’s death. To get her away from whomever.”


  “Yep. Makes sense. There would have been rumours. Maybe I can get one of the Ferguson girls to find out what’s what. Vince is worse than useless.”


  “Let me call Loretta and Donald Donnie,” Mrs. P. said. “I’ll check with the Ferguson girls too, unless you want to. They’ll probably be arriving at your sister’s soon. Young Ferguson tells me they had quite a full day combing the city.”


  On my way out the door, I said, “No Fergusons for me tonight. I feel like death, and I haven’t fed your cat.”


  “Or walked your dog,” she said.


  “Wait a minute. I thought of something.”


  “What is it, Ms. MacPhee?”


  “It’s another reason to talk to Father Blaise. He’s done a lot of work with the youth club. Even though the Redmores aren’t Catholic, he probably knew all these kids.”


  Mrs. Parnell’s forehead creased. “He hasn’t returned any of the messages I left at St. Paul’s.”


  I checked my watch. “Too late tonight, but I’ll flush him out tomorrow.”


  I walked Gussie before I took my third shower of the day. I opened a tin of Miss Meow for Mrs. Parnell’s cat. I found some leftovers for my dinner. Gussie looked so pathetic I put the dish on the floor. I scrounged some peanut butter and crackers. The three of us shared a companionable meal while my hair dried.


  Twenty-Six


  At ten o’clock that evening, Ray Deveau showed up looking beat, but wearing clean chinos and a pale blue short-sleeved shirt, pressed. He looked freshly showered and shaved. I noticed a hint of lime aftershave. It offset the dark smudges under his eyes.


  Over a cold beer on my sixteenth floor balcony, watching the Ottawa river glitter in the moonlight, I learned more about Reefer Keefer’s fate.


  “Hit and run again,” Deveau said. “Ottawa guys are keeping the details quiet.”


  “Does it sound like the one in Sydney?”


  “Yup. They’ve found the car. Stolen shortly before.”


  “That tells us something.”


  “What?”


  “First of all, logic says it’s the same killer.”


  “Probably right.”


  “It follows that the same person was in Sydney on July 1st and in Ottawa last night. Correct?”


  “Narrows it down to a hell of a lot of people. Dozens at least.”


  “I doubt dozens of people had some close connection with everyone in this case.”


  “That’s true. There’s me, of course.”


  “Cute. What kind of person would use a car as a weapon? A career criminal? A hit person?”


  Deveau narrowed his eyes. “A coward. A bully.”


  “That’s what I think. Sorry, but it seems to leave you out of the equation.”


  “What a relief. By the way, did I tell you I just learned they found the car that killed Greg Hornyk?”


  “Really? Whose car?”


  “Belonged to another tourist. Stolen downtown. They found it abandoned in the airport parking lot. No prints, no nothing. They’re looking for anyone who saw it dropped off. So far, no luck.”


  “No surprise,” I said. “But on the same topic, you must have had a lot of dealings with Reefer over the years.”


  “Yeah. He was one of life’s great losers. But he didn’t deserve to die like that. It shook me up to identify the body. I never get used to the morgue.”


  I figured that was a good thing. Somehow, during our conversation our resin chairs seemed to have drifted closer together. Our knees were now touching, and neither of us jumped away. I tried not to let that get in my way.


  “One question, Ray. Bear with me. It’s relevant.”


  “Ask away.”


  “The Redmores. Now when Jimmy was accused of whatever it was he was accused of that you can’t talk about because of the YOA …”


  “Take a breath, Camilla.”


  “Right. Since the father didn’t accuse Jimmy, because he was unconscious, and Honey didn’t accuse him, I’d like to know who made the accusations to the police. Was it Will Redmore? And if so, what did he say?”


  “You know I can’t say what he said.”


  “Yeah, yeah. The accusation against a youth. But I’m not going there. Since the accusation seemed to be found to be totally ungrounded, not that anyone ever made that clear to the Fergusons, it seems to me I can inquire about who made it, since it wasn’t one of the two alleged victims.”


  “It seems to me you can’t.”


  “All I want to know is how the brother presented it to you? Was he outraged?”


  “Very tricky. I admire your spirit.”


  “You do not.


  “But it won’t get you anywhere.”


  “I’m just trying to get a fix on how the brother could have made this mistake.”


  “Forget it.”


  “Oh, that reminds me, was Will Redmore ever in trouble for bullying as a kid?”


  The look on his face was all the answer I needed, even though he tried to cover it. He tapped my nose playfully. “What part of the Young Offenders Act did you skip in law school, Camilla?”


  “Thanks, Ray. I owe you big-time.”


  “Well, I can think of ways to repay me.”


  Chuckle, chuckle.


  
    * * *
  


  P. J. called after Deveau left. I filled him in on my day touring the shelters, the update on Reefer Keefer, my adventure at D’Arcy McGee’s and my twin theories about Honey protecting someone and Will being a bully. I even complained about the elusiveness of Father Blaise and the presence of Vince Ferguson. I expressed more sympathy for his tummy troubles.


  I may have forgotten to mention Deveau’s visit.


  
    * * *
  


  Mrs. Parnell stuck her head out of her door as Gussie and I emerged from the elevator the next morning.


  “No joy,” she said. “Donald Donnie and Loretta came up empty. Not a single rumour about Honey Redmore and a teacher or a coach. My contact made a few calls. Honey was on a few school teams but wasn’t any kind of serious sporting person. No boyfriend who could have triggered the incident. I think we might have hit a brick wall with this line of investigation.”


  “Good news on that front,” I said. “We’ve been looking at the wrong wall.”


  “Nice oblique statement, Ms. MacPhee. Do come in and elucidate.”


  “No time. But I believe the connection could be Honey. This was her first trip back to Sydney since shortly after her father died. Vince told me that Mr. Redmore’s death was triggered by chasing Jimmy Ferguson from the house.”


  “That is horrible, Ms. MacPhee.”


  “Yes, but I suspect the truth is a bit different.”


  “Let us hope so.”


  “Jimmy might still have been upset if he spotted Honey in Sydney, even though she may not have seen him. Plus there’s something fishy about that brother. I’ll be pushing a bit there.”


  “Ah, so Jimmy may have remembered that terrible day he was chased and arrested. Some stimulus triggered his panic, as Jimmy’s disappearance triggered it in young Ferguson. I agree. The stimulus could easily have been catching sight of Honey. Most likely, that is why he is on the run.”


  “Right, up to a point, Mrs. P. For sure, Jimmy could have panicked if he’d seen Honey. Maybe he would have been afraid of the brother coming after him. Maybe he worried about being hauled to the copshop again. And who knows what nasty things he heard after Honey’s father died. If we didn’t have these two other deaths, I’d be happy to put it down to that. The Fergusons could go on the air and tell Jimmy he won’t be punished in any way. But we do have two hit and runs. Cops think it’s the same killer. And if you ask me, Honey doesn’t wish Jimmy any harm, but she’s protecting someone.”


  “Interesting deductions, Ms. MacPhee.”


  “Something’s going on. I could see it in her body language. There’s some secret she doesn’t want to get out. I figure Honey thinks the stakes are pretty damned high.”


  “Ms. MacPhee, are you suggesting some kind of abuse?”


  “It wouldn’t be the first time something like that has happened.”


  “Does anyone in the family seem the type?” Mrs. Parnell exhaled speculatively.


  “I know from working at Justice for Victims that there’s no obvious type.”


  “And you believe she’s keeping some secret.”


  “And maybe worse than that. Maybe she’s protecting a murderer. Let’s not forget that the hit and run victim, Greg Hornyk, looked like Jimmy from a distance.”


  “So we are dealing with someone who means business.”


  “You bet. A person who has killed, perhaps to cover up that very secret. My point is, another member of the family might have spotted Jimmy on Canada Day and decided to take revenge for the father’s death. Perhaps it was the brother, still angry after all these years. Maybe the sight of Jimmy triggered his rage.”


  “For one thing, I thought Honey Redmore assured you her family knew Jimmy was innocent. For another, I understand our hit and run driver is a woman,” Mrs. Parnell said.


  “Okay, there are still a few details to work out. But we do know Mrs. Redmore blamed Mrs. Ferguson after the father died. I’d like to talk to Honey and get some more answers.”


  “Why don’t you?”


  “Something tells me I won’t be able to reach her for the rest of my life. Of course, I’m not the only bear in these woods.”


  “I don’t know her, so I am at a disadvantage.”


  “I wasn’t thinking of you.”


  “And poor young Ferguson is liable to go off the deep end.”


  “You’re right. I wasn’t thinking about him, either. Stay tuned, Mrs. P.”


  
    * * *
  


  “You have to do it, Vince.”


  “She won’t even remember me.”


  I didn’t dignify that with an answer. Vince Ferguson might be a pain in the butt, but he was a dark, brooding handsome pain, and he had played sports. He wouldn’t have been that much older than Honey. The chances were very good that Honey would remember him all right.


  “Sound her out about the brother,” I said.


  “Her brother? Will?”


  “Yeah. What do you know about him?”


  “He was hot stuff around town for a long time, and then he grew up and went away, and now he’s a big deal in Ottawa, last I heard.”


  “Some kind of current affairs guru, I guess. Television,” I said.


  “Figures. But I remember him thinking he was God’s gift and throwing his weight around a bit when he was a teenager.”


  “Right.”


  “He was one of those assholes you hope will get what’s coming to them.”


  “Maybe he did.”


  “Nope. I just told you his career’s in high gear.”


  “And he’s older than Honey?”


  “He must be about thirty.”


  “Was he living in Sydney during this so-called incident with Jimmy and Honey?”


  “No. He would have been gone a long time. He left when he started university. He would have been out working by the time of the alleged assault. Honey was home from Dal for a visit with her parents.”


  “Didn’t you tell me it was Thanksgiving weekend?”


  “Yes. So?”


  “So her brother might very well have been there too.”


  “Maybe. I didn’t encounter him.”


  “But that does make sense.”


  “What are you talking about?”


  “Honey is protecting someone. What more likely person than her own brother?”


  “But what would she be protecting him from?”


  “What do you think of this for a theory? Brother Bigshot is home and sees Jimmy Ferguson outside his home. Maybe he knows Jimmy has a big crush on Honey. He’s a bully. Maybe he decides a boy with brain damage shouldn’t be hanging around his perfect sister.”


  “I’m listening.”


  “What if he tries to scare Jimmy, and in the course of it, his father comes along and gets the impression Jimmy has done something to Honey.”


  “Sweet Jesus.”


  “Exactly. So the father chases Jimmy in a rage and collapses with a heart attack.”


  “He never regained consciousness.”


  I said, “So he’s dead because of something the brother did.”


  “The mother and the brother call the police, and the police hassle Jimmy and then the father dies. But Honey doesn’t know what happened. And by the time she finds out, it’s too late.”


  “She can’t say anything.”


  “That’s right. She would have been in a horrible position. She knew Jimmy was innocent, but if she explained what happened, she would be implicating her brother in her father’s death.”


  “She’d never be able to tell the mother,” Vince said.


  “You got it.”


  “It would make a big difference for Ma to know for sure Jimmy didn’t do anything to cause Mr. Redmore’s death.”


  “I can imagine.”


  “She never really got over it.”


  “Right. Since you’re here, you should talk to Honey.”


  “As much as I would like to know what happened back then, I think we have Jimmy’s disappearance to deal with first.”


  “It’s all connected somehow.”


  “How?”


  “Honey and her mother and her brother were all in Sydney on Canada Day.”


  Vince’s jaw dropped. “Didn’t you know that? Their first visit since they moved. I can’t believe it’s a coincidence that’s the day Jimmy disappeared.”


  “What do you think happened?”


  “We’re going to find out. All you have to do is wait outside her office until she comes out for lunch.”


  
    * * *
  


  The more I thought about it, the more I wanted to get a good look at Will Redmore. To see but not necessarily be seen. And I had an idea where and when.


  P. J. was less than thrilled.


  “I need your help again.”


  “I’m always glad to help you, but I’m up to my ears with Nick. The man never sleeps. Breakfast meetings a speciality, but only after he’s done his five-kilometre run.”


  Good grief, now Nicholas Southern was Nick. What next, honey bunch? I let it go. “We all have problems, P. J. But this one’s serious. You got anything on Will Redmore?”


  “Well, I’ve heard some of the Yankee networks have been taking a look at him.”


  “I meant is there any dirt on him?”


  “Is that what you think I do? Go around digging up dirt on people?”


  “Save it for someone who doesn’t know how you earn a living.”


  “I don’t know much about him. He shows up as a dream date at a lot of the Ottawa socialite fundraisers. I think he was involved with the sports scene a while back. Does a bit of hobnobbing with some of the people in half a dozen lobby groups. If he’s mixed up in something unsavoury, I haven’t heard about it.”


  “And you would, wouldn’t you.”


  “Ottawa’s a real small town when it comes to spreading the dirt around after someone digs it up.”


  “Right.”


  “What impact would a scandal have on a career like his?”


  “Hard to say. Sometimes scandal’s good for ratings. What kind of scandal?”


  “I don’t know. Say some kind of youthful indiscretion. A false accusation against a helpless person.”


  P. J. said nothing.


  “You there?” I asked after a while.


  “It sounds like you have something specific in mind.”


  “Put away your pencil. This is pure speculation on my part. I think I told you Honey Redmore and her family were in Sydney the day Jimmy disappeared.”


  “You think there’s a connection?”


  “Something happened a few years back with Jimmy Ferguson and Redmore’s father. Something I think that a rising media star might not want out in the open.”


  “Are you making a specific allegation?”


  “Speculation only, but I want to get a good look at this guy.


  Where’s he interviewing Nickypoo? And when?”


  “Nick has a major fundraising luncheon at the Château at noon. I’m on my way now. The interview’s later. At two. On site.”


  “Will you be there?”


  “I see where you’re going with this. I can get you a ringside seat, but you’ve got to promise not to bring me any grief. The interview show is live on the news channel, and then air again taped late night.”


  “Good. I knew I could count on you.”


  
    * * *
  


  “You think the brother engineered the accusations against Jimmy, Ms. MacPhee. How dreadful. Imagine doing such a thing.”


  “I think the full story might be even worse. I want Alvin to get a look at this turkey.”


  Mrs. P. tracked down Alvin for me and handed me the phone.


  “What do you want, Camilla?”


  “I want you to meet me at the Château. You should see this Will Redmore guy.”


  “Honey’s brother? What for?”


  “A major hunch. It could be our big break. Meet me there about ten to two. He’s shooting an interview there. If I’m right, it will be worth the time.”


  “But I don’t even know him.”


  “He’d be quite a bit older than you. He must be about thirty now. You don’t remember him from around town?”


  “Not by name. I’d have to see his face.”


  “That’s the idea. He does a public affairs program called Face Off. Does it ring a bell?”


  “I don’t have a television set. I mean, I didn’t. I guess, now I don’t have anything. You told us a woman was driving the hit and run car?”


  “That’s what Lianne Hornyk said. Other witnesses as well.”


  “You don’t think it was Honey?”


  “No, I don’t. But that’s just based on talking to her. Maybe she fooled me.”


  “You’re right,” he said. “She’s not the type.”


  “We should check out Will Redmore while we have the opportunity. One-fifty, Alvin. Be there.”


  After Alvin hung up, I turned to Mrs. P. “You’d better come along too.”


  She raised her eyebrow. “Why, Ms. MacPhee?”


  “Because I’m putting two and two together. I’ve been pulling together a lot of strands that might be connected, even if we can’t see how yet. I have a hunch there’s something to what Donald Donnie and Loretta said about boys in the park when Jimmy was injured. If Will Redmore did what I think he did to implicate Jimmy, it was so vile, it couldn’t have been the first evil thing he’d done in his life. And it won’t have been the last. He must have had plenty of practice. Vince remembers him as a bully. I want to see if Alvin recognizes him as one of the boys from the park. It’s a crazy long shot but worth taking. And if my hunch is right, it could be rough on Alvin. That’s why I want you with him.”


  “I fear for young Ferguson. Nevertheless, we must not shirk our duty, Ms. MacPhee.”


  Mrs. P. remained grim-faced from the time we left her apartment until we nosed the Buick into the parking lot at the Château Laurier. With her disabled parking pass, we snagged a prime spot near the door.


  
    * * *
  


  You could hear the racket from inside the hotel as Mrs. Parnell and I made our way up the long incline at the rear entrance to the hotel from the parking lot. We took our time. Mrs. P. was using her walker, and a lot of people swished past us on their way out of the hotel. People in high-powered suits. You could smell the money as they passed.


  Mr. Nicholas Southern was able to draw a crowd all right. I felt a wave of dislike for this wealthy, selfish creep who, in my humble opinion, practised the politics of meanness. Adding to his sins was the fact he seemed to be winning over the loyalty of P. J. Not that I had much use for any of the existing political parties, but I couldn’t see our budding relationship surviving the discussions that would ensue.


  The crowd had moved from the large room, where the luncheon had been served, to the hallway. Behind them a small army of hotel serving staff were removing towers of clinking coffee cups and dessert plates from the now empty tables.


  P. J. was waiting by the door of the ballroom. Mrs. Parnell nodded grimly at him.


  P. J. said, “I’ve been making inquiries, and as far as I can tell, Redmore is squeaky clean.”


  “Not what I want to hear.”


  “Why don’t you tell me what this is about? Then maybe I can do a better job of digging. I have to tell you though, except that he’s a bit of a heartbreaker for the women in town, I’m not getting even a whiff of bad stuff about this guy.”


  “This is now, I want then.”


  “Out with it. What do you know that I don’t?” said P. J.


  “I have to know that you’re not going to do anything with it until the time is right.”


  “Do anything with it? I couldn’t do anything with it if my life depended on it. This assignment is chewing up every minute of the day.”


  “Okay. I have a hint from an unnamed source, Redmore was involved in some bullying incidents when he was underage. Possibly Jimmy’s accident was caused by bullies. I have a hunch that’s the link we’re missing.”


  “Oh, great. A hint. A possibility. Stop the press.”


  Mrs. Parnell leaned forward on her walker. “Once a bully, always a bully.”


  “I’m inclined to agree,” I said. “I think he falsely accused Jimmy Ferguson of assaulting his sister. Redmore would have been in his early twenties then, but Jimmy was only thirteen. He got hauled to the copshop. Redmore’s father died chasing Jimmy after the brother made the accusation.”


  “Even if that turned out to be true, Tiger, I can’t get a story out of it because of Jimmy’s age at the time.”


  “Think about it this way. Suppose you were an ambitious, ego-driven man on your way up and suppose, for some reason, you thought people would find out about your false accusation against a helpless boy like Jimmy. Would that give you a major motive to run someone down in the street?”


  “Sounds far-fetched to me.”


  “The false accusation happened, P. J. The father died. Jimmy’s missing. Will Redmore’s a ruthless man going to the top. I might be missing some of the details, but I promise you, help me fill in the blanks and you’ll have one hell of a story. It will make your holy roller Southern pale by comparison.”


  “Holy shit, this could really be something big.”


  “Not that you’ve never told a lie before, but I want your word you won’t break any kind of story until we have Jimmy safe.”


  “You can trust me.”


  “Now I wonder where Alvin is?”


  “Alvin? Are you crazy? I can’t get you all in here.”


  “Sure you can. Looking forward to it, P. J.”


  Twenty-Seven


  I am not a fan of whizkids from high tech or of muckymucks from business or of angel investors, although Justice for Victims sure could use one. I was surrounded by a sea of self-interest and Harry Rosen suits. Rubbing shoulders and catching up, slapping backs. Or checking their Rolexes and striding purposefully for the parking lot. But no sign of Alvin.


  “What a shame. Alvin’s missing the new dawn of Canadian politics. Oh, well, maybe he’ll catch the next one.”


  “Maybe it’s for the best, Ms. MacPhee. Since you feel it might upset him to see this bully.”


  P. J. interrupted. “They’re almost set up for the interview. Let’s go in now.”


  I stepped inside the banquet room and glanced around. Television cameras were angled at the far end of the room as technicians plotted the best shots of the dais, where two leather chairs sat facing each other. Nicholas Southern was already sitting in the chair on the right, perfectly natural. He adjusted the perfect knot in his perfect pale blue silk tie. He was good-looking, I suppose, if you like young, blonde, trim, wealthy, would-be politicians with chiselled chins and styled hair. There’s nothing like a hundred and fifteen million in the bank to bring out the best in a fellow.


  As I watched, a tall broad-shouldered man headed for the second chair. None other than Honey Redmore’s tablemate from the D’Arcy McGee. He walked with a surprising amount of grace for such a big bruiser. A thin young woman with spiked black hair and black nails hovered over the two, dabbing the last touches of make-up to their faces. The chairs were positioned to lend the appearance of an intimate chat between friends, while at the same time giving the camera guys a fair shake.


  I followed P. J. and Mrs. Parnell along the side aisle to the second row, where P. J. had secured four reserved seats.


  “This will be something. Will Redmore comes from a small “l” liberal point of view, and he’s got killer instincts. He’ll go for the jugular. He’ll be hammering at Nick’s integrity. This is a make or break media event for us. The doors are closed now. I guess Alvin will miss it.”


  “This ‘Nick’ thing makes me tired. Whatever happened to ‘I’m stuck with this rightwing asshole and it’s going to ruin my summer’?”


  “You can’t hate Nick when you get to know him, Camilla. That doesn’t mean I buy all of his politics. But he’s turned out to be a decent person. Despite the money …”


  “Easy money.”


  “Who cares. It’s his, and he’s choosing to make a difference with it. He has integrity. I think he could end up presenting a real alternative to the existing right.”


  “And now you don’t want to see him chewed up by Redmore?”


  “Be serious. I’m a reporter. We live for blood. A ‘good news’ story is no story at all. Nick is making the choice to be a heavy duty political player. He’s got to be able to take the heat, or he’s toast. Either way, good story.”


  “I thought he’d already made it.”


  “Redmore’s the acid test. Watch the interview.”


  “I’m surprised Southern’s people don’t insist on a cushion or something so he doesn’t look so insignificant next to Redmore.”


  “Believe me, they thought about it. But they knew the press would find out and make him a laughingstock. Remember Dukakis in the U.S.?”


  “Would you make a laughingstock out of it?”


  “Yeah, I’d have to comment, whether I wanted to or not. My job is to find the soft underbelly. But I think they’re striving for a David and Goliath effect. I’ll comment on that.”


  “Good thinking. Looks like they got it.”


  “Just be quiet, and don’t cause any disruption. Promise?”


  Someone shushed us.


  “Of course. What would I gain?”


  “I know you. Even the very slightly improved Camilla is liable to make trouble.”


  “Trust me. I just want to take the measure of Will Redmore. Considering he may be responsible for three deaths, including his father’s.”


  “I want to hear more about that theory,” P. J. said. “Now turn off your cellphone. Right now.”


  Another shush.


  We sat back for a captivating half-hour and watched Will Redmore lay one verbal trap after another for Nicholas Southern. Southern managed to hold his own. I could see how P. J. might want to take sides. Southern was the underdog in this interview, although he handled himself with charm and grace under fire. Voters hate a sign of weakness. If I didn’t loathe everything Southern stood for, I might have felt sorry for him.


  Redmore was almost big enough to make two of the reedy Southern. Obviously, there was no love lost between them. It looked like Redmore would pick Southern’s delicate bones clean.


  For all my small-l liberal leanings, if I’d had to chose between these two turkeys, I would have lined up with Southern. Of course, I knew more than I should have about Redmore.


  It didn’t take a lot of watching to figure out that Redmore would be ruthless in getting whatever he wanted. His performance convinced me he was quite capable of setting up Jimmy Ferguson. The interview concluded with questions left unanswered, but that wasn’t one of them.


  We stood up and started to move to the side. I hugged the back wall in an out-of-the-way spot. It was time to get the second half of what I came for.


  “Get as many shots as you can, Mrs. P.” I said. “We can show them to Alvin later.”


  She raised her digital camera with the zoom lens. She did a nice swoop of the supporters just out of range of the television cameras and the hangers-on in the front row. Then she focused in on Will Redmore as he moved down the aisle.


  For one second, Will Redmore looked over. It gave me a spine-stiffening sense of how Nicholas Southern would have felt under that gaze.


  I turned on my cellphone. It rang immediately.


  “Where were you, Camilla?” Alvin shouted, when I answered. “I have him. I found Jimmy! Spotted him on Clarence Street. Just luck.”


  A wave of relief swept over me. My knees wobbled. So did my voice. “You found him? Is he all right?”


  “He’s scared. He’s hungry. He needs a bath. But he’ll be okay. Do you have the Buick?”


  “I do.”


  “We’re in the market, outside a coffee shop on Dalhousie near Cumberland.”


  “Call an ambulance. Get him to the hospital. Right now.”


  “He doesn’t want that.”


  “He needs to be seen by a doctor.”


  “Look, I’m not going to push him. You know about Jimmy. He wants to see the Gallery. If we don’t, it’s just going to add to his stress. We’ll have our little visit and then we’ll get him to a doctor.”


  “That doesn’t even make sense. After everything he’s been through? Doesn’t he want to rest? To see the family?”


  “Yeah. He wants all that. I told him about the Gallery in my postcards, and he wants to see it. And he couldn’t find it on his own. And he won’t settle down until he does. So I’m going to take him there, whether it sounds crazy or not. He’s pretty tired and he’s still jumpy. I’d feel better if we took him by car. Will you drive us?”


  “What about his medication?”


  “I had some on me. Everyone in my family’s carrying Jimmy’s medication. You know that.”


  “You’re sure it’s the best thing?”


  “Why not? You’ve been after me to go.”


  “Don’t be facetious. Mrs. P. and I will pick you up as soon as possible. In the meantime, can you try and find out what happened to him in Sydney?”


  “It’s still too upsetting for him. I’ll wait until his medication kicks in, Camilla. He’s safe now. We’ll get the story when the excitement dies down.”


  “You’re right. I’ve got to get a grip.”


  I hugged Mrs. P. and I hugged P. J. I hugged three complete strangers. I hugged a camera technician. I drew the line at hugging Nicholas Southern, but I did nod at him as he walked by. Which was something.


  “P. J,” I said, “they found him. They found Jimmy! You’ll never believe where we’re going now. Is that crazy or what? I’m so glad it’s over.”


  I noticed that, across the room, I had all of Will Redmore’s attention. His eyes fastened on us. Thank God I didn’t have to worry about that any more. Jimmy was safe at last.


  As we walked by Redmore, I said. “Remember me? I plan to be your undoing.”


  Hey. Sometimes it just feels right.


  
    * * *
  


  If you ever want to get out of a parking lot fast, don’t park your big honking Buick by the hotel door when half the new money in town is rolling its Jaguars and Mercedeses and Lexuses through the parking gates at half the speed of an old glacier.


  I left messages for Deveau and Mombourquette.


  “Such wonderful news,” Mrs. Parnell said when I hung up. “What a relief.”


  I handed her the phone. “Yeah. But Alvin will be having a bird because it’s taking us so long. Do you want to get him and tell him we’ll be there eventually?”


  She was already keying in the number. They chatted happily while I gave a few moguls the finger.


  
    * * *
  


  Jimmy looked bedraggled and smelled worse. Streaks of dust lined his handsome face. Even his hair had dust in it. He grinned at me when Alvin introduced us. Well, we all had goofy grins. Mrs. Parnell’s eyes seemed suspiciously wet. “We’ve been worried about you, Jimmy. You must have been scared after that fire. Where did you stay?” I asked, as he settled into the Buick.


  “Tell her, Jimmy,” Alvin said.


  Jimmy said, “Aw, come on, Allie.”


  “You’ll never guess where Jimmy slept the last two nights.”


  “Under a bridge,” Jimmy said, with some pride. “Some girls told me about it.”


  “That explains a lot,” I said.


  “There were lots of ducks. And even some swans. They let you feed them. You’d like that, Allie.”


  “Sure would, Jimmy.” Alvin’s voice was tight.


  “Are you okay now?” I said.


  “I am. It was scary, and I’m glad to see Allie. We’ll be safe here, won’t we?”


  “Yes. You can come back to my place or Mrs. Parnell’s. We’ll all make sure you’re okay. We’re glad Alvin found you.”


  “It was just luck,” Alvin said.


  “We’re lucky, aren’t we, Allie?”


  “Yeah, Jimmy. We’re lucky now.”


  “But I left my stuff under the bridge. Can we go get it afterwards?”


  “What stuff?” Alvin said.


  “What bridge?” I said.


  “Of course we can,” Mrs. Parnell said.


  Alvin pointed. “Look, Jimmy. There’s Gadzooks Gallery.”


  
    * * *
  


  There was a tow-away sign in front of the gallery. It probably didn’t bother most of the customers. I guess if you can afford those immense glass sculptures, your chauffeur could drop you off to browse and come when you snapped your fingers.


  I let the gang off in front of the door and found the first parking spot which was halfway up the hill. I was grumbling when I got out of the car. I passed a wizened panhandler shuffling up the incline.


  The panhandler gave us a dusty grin, showing at least four teeth. “I hope things get better for you, Missus,” he said.


  “You too.” I fished out a loonie from my pocket. Even though I prefer to give directly to the Food Bank or the Mission. Even though I knew the panhandler might just as easily head to the liquor store instead of the Loeb for fresh vegetables. I have a roof over my head and more food than I need, even if it is in cans. And I have to look at myself in the mirror. I was glad to get that good wish, even from a rumpled old stranger who had troubles of his own.


  I’d missed the expression on René’s face when the three dusketeers walked through the door of Gadzooks, but he hadn’t recovered his composure when I arrived. No wonder. Alvin still had tear-tracks down his cheeks. So did Mrs. Parnell. Who knows. Maybe I did too. It was quite obvious Jimmy had been living on the streets. A couple of clients escaped through the door.


  Jimmy turned around and around, touching every elaborate glass construction in the gallery. “This is so beautiful, Allie. Look at all the things.”


  “Sculptures, Jimmy. Glass sculptures.”


  “They’re beautiful, just like you said they were. Like magic.” He reached up to touch the spectacular outcroppings of a three-part sculpture that towered with spiked shards of glass.


  “Yes, they’re like magic.”


  “No wonder you said this would be the best job ever, Allie.”


  Alvin glanced my way. “Sorry, Camilla.”


  “Hey. I can handle it.”


  René didn’t look like he could handle it.


  “We want to thank you,” I said, “for your understanding as Alvin dealt with this incredible crisis with his brother.”


  “Is this the boy they were talking about on television and radio? I heard the appeal for information about your brother on television.” He leaned over and whispered to me. “Was another brother killed?”


  “That turned out to be a mistake. I want to apologize. But now everything has turned out well. Alvin’s been through hell, but he’ll snap right back and be in to work in no time.”


  René glanced at Alvin. If I read the expression on his face right, he didn’t think Alvin would ever get back to normal. I could see his point, but I knew better.


  “You can’t believe the resilience this young man has. I owe him my life. What more can an employer want or say? At any rate, he’ll be back on the job by Monday, I’m sure. We’ll be sure to mention where he works in any media coverage of Jimmy’s story, won’t we, Alvin?”


  I grinned at Jimmy, who had made his way to the very back of the gallery, smiling and touching, smiling and touching.


  “Lord thundering Jesus,” Alvin said.


  “Now, Alvin.” I wanted just enough warning in my tone to keep him suitably polite.


  “Look out!” Alvin grabbed at Jimmy.


  “Troops, hit the dirt and roll,” Mrs. Parnell yelled. “Cover your heads.”


  I turned to see the front end of Stan’s Buick flying towards the plate glass window. Only René stayed on his feet, gaping in disbelief. The rest of us hit the floor, rolling towards the side of the room.


  When the last shards of shattered glass tinkled on to the floor, we raised our heads and stared.


  It was too late for the splendid glass statues. Too late for the Buick. And, unless he was very lucky, it was too late for René Janveau.


  Twenty-Eight


  The ambulance carrying René had just shrieked out of sight, and I was picking glass out of my hair when Mombourquette showed up. He looked around Gadzooks and shook his head.


  “I guess you call this a crash course in Modern Art, eh?”


  “What a wit,” I said.


  Mombourquette was just warming up. He turned his beady eyes to the Buick. The front was in the middle of the Gallery, and the tail end just protruded through the window. “Remind me never to lend you my car.”


  “With all due respect, Lennie,I didn’t drive that car through the window.”


  “Why is it you two just can’t stay out of trouble?”


  “Stay out of trouble? We were visiting an art gallery. I fail to see how even you can construe that to be getting into trouble.”


  He pointed to the Buick. “Exhibit A.”


  “This is Alvin’s new place of employment,” I said sadly. Mombourquette flashed his incisors. “And already it’s trashed. That’s setting some new kind of record.”


  Ray Deveau appeared in what was left of the door, red-faced and out of breath. “What do you mean, some new kind of record?”


  “He doesn’t mean anything.”


  “I mean when you get these two together, you’re gonna have broken glass, cars crashing, gunshots, people getting killed, that sort of thing.”


  I said, “What a kidder. Come on, Mombourquette. There’s a café across the street. Let’s go get some cheese.”


  “I don’t know who’s worse, her or him,” Mombourquette said. “They’ve cost the taxpayer more than a few bucks, let me tell you. So what was this glass thing before Stan’s Buick ran through it?”


  “It was a Josef Weinburg,” Alvin said weakly from the floor. “Worth sixty thousand dollars.”


  “Really? Worth a bundle, was it? Maybe your new boss will have to dock your pay for the next while.”


  I couldn’t remember Mombourquette ever blaming Alvin for anything before. Usually I was the villain. Alvin deserves to be picked on from time to time, but this was definitely not one of the times.


  “Alvin was not to blame. Jimmy insisted on coming here. He was trying to do the best he could to keep Jimmy calm until his medicine kicked in.”


  “And this is the best he could do? So, Camilla, Ray tells me you’re causing trouble for him too.”


  Deveau said, “Knock it off, Lennie.”


  “Listen, enough of this crap, Leonard,” I said. “We have been victimized here. You guys should get off your butts and talk to Will Redmore. I don’t know how, but I know goddam well he’s behind this.”


  I picked up my cellphone and called P. J. to give him the same opinion.


  Alvin said, “Where’s Jimmy?”


  We raced to the door. We checked the street, looked behind the garbage cans in the alley, circled the block, called Jimmy’s name. Alvin ran frantically through the neighbouring streets, his ponytail swaying wildly.


  But Jimmy Ferguson was nowhere to be seen.


  
    * * *
  


  A half-hour later, there was still no sign of him. Mombourquette was unamused and Deveau was confused, P. J. was unavailable, and Vince Ferguson, when he finally showed up, was furious. He seemed to speak for the rest of the family who milled about, wailing.


  “What were you thinking taking that boy anywhere but to a hospital?”


  “I called you, Vince. It’s what he wanted,” Alvin bleated.


  Vince’s comments were unprintable. That turned out to be a strategic error on his part. Mrs. Parnell pulled herself up to her full height and unleashed a tongue-lashing I will remember for a while.


  “You don’t deserve this boy,” Mrs. P. said whenever a Ferguson opened its mouth. Alvin was sunk on the floor, back to the wall, face in his hands.


  “Did you manage to waylay Honey Redmore at lunchtime?” I asked Vince.


  “Of course I didn’t. First of all, I don’t dance to your tune. Second, I was looking for Jimmy. Third, had I found him, I wouldn’t have exposed him to danger.”


  Vince was exposing himself to danger at that point, but Deveau got between us and pulled me away.


  Outside the gallery, media trucks vied with ambulances and police cars. All you could see were flashing lights. Glinting off the shimmering piles of glass. Reflecting off the deep gloss of the crumpled Buick. A SOCO made his way toward the scene.


  I turned to Deveau who was scratching his head. “It made sense at the time for Alvin to bring Jimmy here, you know.”


  “I don’t even know what to say. It’s unbelievable.”


  “The worst thing is, the killer might have a better idea how to find him than we do. Unless Mombourquette pulls him off the street.”


  “They have an all-points bulletin out. Don’t worry. They’ll get him.”


  
    * * *
  


  Mrs. Parnell did not believe she was in need of medical attention for shock. She looked a lot more chipper than she had before the Buick shot through the window. Alvin, on the other hand, was bleeding.


  “We will all go looking for him,” I said, “but not before you two see a doctor. Don’t argue.”


  Deveau had a rental. Once Alvin had accepted his need for stitches, Deveau drove us five blocks to the Sandy Hill Health Centre walk-in clinic. I explained the logic behind my theory to Deveau and Alvin.


  Alvin said. “I don’t remember any boys in the park. I don’t recall anything about that day. Except Jimmy going to the hospital in an ambulance and everyone crying.”


  “Donald Donnie and Loretta remember it. Clearly. It puts a different spin on things, doesn’t it?”


  “Are you all right, dear boy?” Mrs. Parnell said.


  I stuck to my guns. “It could have been an attack.”


  Alvin nodded. “If it’s true, then I didn’t cause Jimmy’s accident. It would mean I didn’t leave him alone to play in the water. I ran for help. It’s a terrible thing to say, but I almost hope it is true, that there were boys. I always thought it was my fault. I never knew how I could do such an awful thing to my little brother.”


  “And your family let you think that,” I said under my breath.


  “Too bad I missed my chance to see this guy at the Château. Maybe it would have triggered a memory,” Alvin said to my surprise.


  “You will get a chance to see Redmore because Mrs. Parnell got some great shots with her digital camera.”


  “Unfortunately, it was in the Buick,” she said. “It’s gone now.”


  “You checked?”


  “I did.”


  “You mean you checked after the car went through the window?”


  “Of course.”


  
    * * *
  


  Deveau watched my face intently. Not a sign of the mellow man I’d come to like some much. “Hard to believe the things kids can do sometimes,” he said.


  “We’ve got a couple of things to follow up on, and I don’t think they’re at the top of the list for the police here. But they will make a difference. Will you help us?” I figured this was a major test.


  Ray Deveau passed with honours. “Wouldn’t miss the opportunity. Lennie might not like it, but that’s not my problem.”


  “We need you to track down Father Blaise. I think he’s got information we need.”


  I liked the idea that I could surprise Deveau.


  “Really?” he said. “Shouldn’t be too hard.”


  “He’s attending something at St. Paul’s University here. But he hasn’t returned Mrs. Parnell’s calls. You take care of that, and I’ll confirm something about the first hit and run.”


  While we waited for Alvin to get his stitches, I called Lianne Hornyk. Like everyone else in the world, she had voice mail.


  I left a crisp message, telling her we had a lead, and repeating my cellphone number twice in case she’d lost it. I asked her exactly what made her think it was a woman driving the car that ran down her husband.


  When I looked up, I found myself facing a reporter from The Citizen, one of P. J.’s buddies, a woman with shaggy black hair and a dangerous grin.


  “Did P. J. rat us out?” I said. Usually I like her a lot.


  “Can’t reveal my sources. Want to give me an interview?”


  She was blocking the entrance. Although she did have a great grin, it wasn’t enough to get a story out of Deveau. “No comment,” he said pleasantly, revealing his cop training.


  Mrs. Parnell wouldn’t have broken under torture. Alvin might have blurted out information, but luckily he’d gone in to get his stitches. I’d also suggested a sedative, but not every doctor does what I say.


  That left me for the interview. But I didn’t plan to have the papers get the scoop on Will Redmore before the cops did their jobs.


  “I’ve promised P. J. an exclusive. It’s the least I could do for him. I guess you could say he encouraged me to enter The Citizen’s Bluesfest contest, and I won those two Clubhouse passes.”


  “What?”


  “I won them. Tell you what. When this is over, even if P. J. gets the scoop, we’ll see you get a worthwhile interview. How’s that? But we’d like to be alone now. We’re under a lot of strain.”


  “What contest are you talking about?”


  “The Citizen contest. The draw for the Clubhouse passes. I won it. I really wouldn’t have entered if P. J. hadn’t pushed it, so to speak.”


  “First I’ve heard of this contest. Are you sure?”


  “Of course, I’m sure.” I showed my wristband.


  All of a sudden, I wasn’t so sure. What the hell was P. J. up to this time?


  
    * * *
  


  Our reporter had given up and departed seeking more cooperative types, and Deveau was driving us home when the call came through from New Brunswick.


  “Camilla? It’s Lianne Hornyk here. You asked what made me think it was a woman who killed Greg? I have thought a lot about it. The car was speeding towards us, of course, but I got a good look at the person driving. I couldn’t see the colour of her hair because she was wearing one of those expensive scarves tied over her head, you know, that French design, tied like she was a movie star from the early sixties. She had sunglasses on. The bad news is, because of the scarf and the sunglasses, I couldn’t ever really identify her... What else can I tell you? She was thin and elegant. Sort of Hepburnish. She even wore gloves... I hope this helps, but I don’t see how it can. I gave all the information to the police, but I don’t think they thought it would do them much good. You can imagine why.”


  I could.


  “Hermès,” Alvin said when I passed on the information. “They’re called Hermès, those scarves.”


  I said, “Whatever.”


  “Ms. MacPhee, I believe we have a strategic problem with the idea of Mr. Redmore being the hit and run driver.”


  “I know what you’re going to say, Mrs. P. The man’s like a well-dressed mountain. No one would ever mix him up with a woman.”


  Alvin said, “Not even in a car? Wearing a Hermès scarf and sunglasses to hide his face?”


  “No. Not even wearing a tent. The guy must have been a linebacker in college. He’s got hands like patio slabs, and it would be obvious to anyone.”


  “So that means it couldn’t have been him.”


  “All it means, Alvin, is that there’s something we still don’t know.”


  Alvin said, “Anyway, we can’t think about that now. We have to get out and find Jimmy.”


  At that point, Deveau butted in. “Look, you’ve all been through a rough experience. You need to go home and get some rest. You were almost killed today, and you need to look after yourselves. You might consider getting cleaned up too.”


  “Jimmy comes first,” Alvin said.


  “The Ottawa cops are out in force. I checked with Lennie. They’ve put extra foot patrols in the Market and other key spots. They’ve issued a major media alert. They’ll probably do a house-to-house in the area near the Gallery. And they’re calling for volunteer searchers. I’ll head back as soon as I drop you off. I’ll keep you in the loop. They’ll find Jimmy.”


  “What if he’s hurt? There was glass flying everywhere. He could be injured. His medication would have barely kicked in. After all he’s been through, this last shock could trigger a seizure.”


  Mrs. Parnell took Alvin’s arm. “Dear boy, your family are also checking the hospitals. They’ll be on the lookout. It will all end well.”


  I didn’t say anything. I wasn’t convinced.


  Deveau drove us home and insisted on coming up. Once we were in my apartment, he said: “I’m heading back downtown. But I want you to listen to me. You just finished picking glass out of your head. Alvin’s experience would put most people in the hospital. Mrs. Parnell talks a good story, but she’s eighty years old.”


  “Seventy-nine.”


  “I think you get my point, Camilla. Someone’s playing a very dangerous game, and we don’t know what it is. Make sure you three don’t do anything foolish.”


  “Absolutely. I think the best thing we can do is sit tight and use our brains.”


  
    * * *
  


  Mrs. Parnell was serving up Harvey’s, purely for its medicinal value. I declined. So did Alvin. Gussie, sensing a wounded spirit, snuggled in. Mrs. Parnell’s cat chose me instead. Lester and Pierre shrieked indiscriminately.


  “What kind of woman would wear a fancy French scarf on a holiday in Sydney?” I said.


  “Hermès, Camilla,” Alvin said. “You’re right. They set you back a couple hundred dollars.”


  “I know the ones you mean. Gold, swirly designs. My sister Edwina got one on her thirtieth anniversary trip to France. That’s my point.”


  “You mean not everyone in Sydney would have one?”


  “Exactly. But more important, if you’re looking at a speeding car, how could you know someone was wearing imported silk or just a K-Mart imitation?” I said.


  “I probably could,” Alvin said.


  “Well, that doesn’t surprise me. But I couldn’t. Do we think Lianne can?”


  “There’s something about them. You can spot the real thing a mile off.”


  “So there’s the other angle. Who’s going to be walking around looking like that? In July? With gloves yet.”


  “Be serious, Camilla. No one.”


  “That’s my point. You’d be extremely noticeable in the casual crowd around Charlotte Street, done up as Audrey Hepburn, even without the gloves.”


  Alvin’s eyes gleamed. “Everyone would be trying to figure out who you were.”


  “If they could stop laughing long enough.”


  “Exactly. It’s a disguise.”


  “Obviously.”


  “Bear with me. Ask yourself, why would the person want to be disguised.”


  “Let me think. Maybe because fatal hit and run is illegal?”


  “Sarcasm does not become you, Alvin. The person didn’t want to be identified. Does that mean she would be recognized?”


  “She might be someone well-known around Sydney, you mean.”


  “Exactly.”


  “That would include Honey Redmore, even though she’s been gone for years.”


  “And even more to the point, it indicates the person who killed Greg Hornyk had an intended victim. I think she planned to kill Jimmy and she decided in advance to put the scarf on and the sunglasses and the gloves.”


  “But you don’t think it was Honey.”


  “I find it hard to believe, although this whole thing’s been hard to believe. It’s easier to picture the brother trying to eliminate Jimmy, as the person who could finger him, not only as a childhood bully, but also an adult who makes false accusations. He’s still a bully, only now he has a network audience.”


  “But like you said, the guy’s practically a giant. Anyway, Honey also knew Jimmy didn’t do anything. So wiping out Jimmy doesn’t even make sense.”


  “Yes, and that’s my other point.”


  “What?”


  “The only person who would have a reason to kill Jimmy is a person who actually thought Jimmy was responsible for Mr. Redmore’s death.”


  “But you’ve explained that Honey and her brother both knew it wasn’t true.”


  “Yes. But I’m betting the mother didn’t know.”


  “That Mrs. Redmore was like a hound from hell afterwards. She practically attacked Ma in broad daylight right on Charlotte Street.”


  “Indicating an unstable and vindictive personality.”


  “You said it.”


  “But an elegant, well-dressed woman, who would probably own a whatdoyoucallitscarf.”


  “Hermès. And yes.”


  “What does she look like?”


  “I haven’t seen her for years, but she looked like an older version of Honey. Not so pretty, but the same physical type.”


  “And people would recognize her on the street in Sydney.”


  “Not everyone, but there’d be a good chance.”


  Mrs. Parnell raised her glass. “At last, it is beginning to make sense.”


  “Some of it is. It certainly could explain why Greg Hornyk was killed. But it doesn’t tell us why Jimmy would go into hiding. Would he have been afraid of Mrs. Redmore?”


  “Probably not, but remember with Jimmy, it’s not always logical. Maybe he saw the brother with her and remembered the bullying. They were all there.”


  “You forget a woman chased Jimmy that afternoon,” Mrs. Parnell said. “If that was Mrs. Redmore, he most certainly would have been fearful of her after that.”


  “That’s true,” Alvin said.


  “But it doesn’t explain who torched Alvin’s apartment building. Or who killed Reefer,” I said.


  “If Mrs. Redmore lives here, she could have done it,” Alvin said.


  “Maybe. But how would she know where you lived? How would she know Jimmy was there?”


  “And would she have driven the Buick through the Gadzooks window?” Mrs. Parnell puffed thoughtfully. “How could she know we were at the Gallery?” Alvin said. “She couldn’t.”


  “Holy shit,” I said. “She sure could have. Her son knew. He could have called her. He was there when we said we were picking up you and Jimmy. We don’t even know what she looks like. Maybe she was in the audience. She wouldn’t have had to know where we were going. All she had to do was follow us.”


  “It certainly took long enough to get out of that garage,” Mrs. P. said.


  “Too bad we don’t have a witness,” Alvin said.


  I thought back. “Maybe we do.”


  
    * * *
  


  Deveau showed up at my place again at six with pizza and a sheepish look. Mrs. Parnell and Alvin and I were planning our next strategies. I seemed to be the only one who found his visit surprising.


  We wolfed the pizza, leaving hardly any for Gussie. It’s amazing how hungry you get dodging death.


  “Well, that was great. Thanks, Ray. Now tell me, do you want to help me track down a witness?”


  “Actually, I want to get over and talk to Father Blaise.”


  “Father Blaise? He finally called back?”


  “No. Didn’t I tell you? What’s the name of your big hospital? Anyway, he’s there.ICU.”


  “The General. And you did not tell me. What’s he there for?”


  “I thought I told you. Are you sure?”


  “Of course, I’m sure.”


  “Okay, I know what happened. I found out from Leonard, but when I heard your car crashed into that Gallery and then Jimmy got away again, I guess it just flew out of my mind. It’s a tragedy. But it’s not like Father Blaise was directly related to the case.”


  I let that pass. “Did he have a heart attack or something?”


  “I went over to St. Paul’s, and they told me he’d been hit by a car the night before last.”


  “Holy shit,” I said. “You don’t think that’s related? That would make four instances where someone’s using a car as a weapon.”


  “My God. I can’t believe I missed that connection. I thought it a case of an old man in a strange city getting hit by a car. I don’t know if it was a hit and run.” No chuckle from Deveau as he picked up his cellphone. “We’ve got to get over and talk to him.”


  Alvin, looking haggard and dejected, headed out to join the family. “Say hello to Father Blaise. Tell him we’re looking for Jimmy.”


  Mrs. Parnell said “I’ll smoke out that Redmore creature while you’re gone. I’ll check what Donald Donnie and Loretta have to say about her. We’ll see if we can get a photo of her somewhere. And we’ll get them to show it to the woman in Sydney who saw Jimmy being chased in her backyard.”


  “Mrs. Smith.”


  “Precisely. We can also send a copy to the young widow, Ms. Hornyk.”


  “Terrific. I’ll be off.”


  
    * * *
  


  Deveau and I were halfway down the hall when the elevator doors dinged open. P. J. emerged and turned in our direction.


  “Oh,” he said, looking at Deveau and then back to me. “I was late getting your message. I thought I’d drop in and see if you were all right.”


  “Never better. By the way, I had a fascinating chat with a colleague of yours about The Citizen’s Bluesfest contest.”


  P. J. paled. “Oh, I can explain. When we’re alone. But anyway, I have this tape of Face Off. I thought since Alvin missed it, he might watch and see if he recognizes Redmore.”


  “I’ll take that,” I said. “You’re in a hurry to get out of here.”


  “I am?” P. J. had that expression he gets when I’ve caught him in a lie, and he hasn’t figured out how to weasel out of it. Yet.


  “Trust me.” I didn’t feel like sharing an elevator with him. I’d watched the little liar slither off before it occurred to me he’d kept the tape.


  Deveau chuckled, but I wasn’t smiling.


  Twenty-Nine


  We struck out big-time at the General. Not even Deveau’s official cop status was enough to get us past the nursing station at theICU.


  The only thing that moved us forward was a call from Mombourquette. Mombourquette didn’t want to talk to me.


  “You were right,” Deveau said afterwards. “It was another hit and run. Another stolen vehicle. The woman at St. Paul’s didn’t even mention it yesterday.”


  “Maybe they didn’t know. Where did it take place?”


  “I didn’t even think to ask. If the person can attack in Sydney and Ottawa, I guess he can get around.”


  “He or she,” I said.


  “Father Blaise was my parish priest when I was growing up. I knew him from Youth Club. He’s a funny old duck, but he’s always been the kindest person in the world. He did everything for us kids. We had team sports, drama, art stuff, discussion groups. He put a lot of young people back on the right track. It was a shock to hear he’d been hit.”


  “Logic tells me he has something to do with the case.”


  Deveau scratched his head. “I don’t see how Father Blaise could be involved in this mess. With Reefer Keefer, of all people. Reefer’s hardly a church-goer. The whole thing is crazy.”


  “There has to be some connection. Would Reefer Keefer have been in the Youth Club?”


  “Sure. Father Blaise could spot a troubled kid. Reefer was always off the rails, but in small ways. I guess I can talk about that, since he’s dead. I remember him as a teenager when I was first on the force. He would have ended up in a juvenile facility if Father Blaise hadn’t stepped in.”


  “What about bullying?”


  “Reefer? No way. Nothing like that. No violence. He’d be playing hooky, smoking dope, breaking into garages, minor stuff. He once had a fine crop of weed growing in the field behind the church. Father Blaise sought out that kind of kid and found things to change their path. I think he had Reefer in the choir and the drama group. If I remember correctly, the guy had a great voice. What a waste.”


  “Well, he sure struck out with Reefer.”


  “Not for lack of trying. Father Blaise is a good person. I’ve been a cop for eighteen years, and I think I’m a pretty good judge of character.”


  “No one said he was guilty of anything. It never occurred to me he was involved. I only wanted to talk to him about what happened to Jimmy way back, to see if he could shed any light on it.”


  “We may never know. Mombourquette just said they don’t think he’ll pull through. “


  “None of this makes sense.”


  “And because none of it makes sense, we have no way of knowing who else the killer might target. Everyone involved might be in danger.”


  I said, “We know for sure Jimmy is.”


  “I was thinking about you.”


  
    * * *
  


  Deveau was driving along Smythe Road on our way back from the hospital when the metaphorical light went on over my head.


  “Bridges,” I said.


  “What?”


  “Jimmy said he spent the last couple of nights under a bridge. We just drove over the Rideau River. There are bridges over the river in the area. Overpasses too that a person can hide under. Some of the homeless people live there. Do you want to pull over?”


  “You don’t think they would have searched them already?”


  “Probably not this far from downtown. But there are lots of ducks, and Jimmy mentioned ducks. “Great idea. Perfect time. He might be heading back to sleep.”


  “Right. But it’s getting dark.”


  “It’s almost nine. Let’s go to a Canadian Tire. I think we can find one before they close. How about if you figure out which bridges to check out while I pick us up a couple of flashlights.”


  
    * * *
  


  Three hours later, with midnight looming, we were pretty well ready to give up. If there were people sleeping under the bridges, we hadn’t run into them yet.


  “Maybe not such a brilliant idea,” I said.


  “Worth trying. I don’t have a better one.”


  “Let’s try one more spot,” I said as we followed the bicycle path along the Rideau near Algonquin College and under the Queensway. “It’s not really a bridge. It’s where the Queensway passes over the Rideau. I used to ride past here on the bike path.”


  “No problem. You think there’s a chance?”


  “Kids hang out under here, but you never see them in the day. You often see bundles and abandoned stuff. I used to think it would be a good spot for runaways and hitchhikers. And it’s easy to get to. A bit far from downtown, but Jimmy’s used to walking. Can you hear the ducks? There are swans too on this part of the Rideau, and Jimmy mentioned swans.”


  We parked the rental in the lot by Algonquin and headed down the slope to the path. Trees cast long shadows and obscured the highway briefly. With the soft chirp of crickets and the call of a lovesick bullfrog, it was hard to imagine we were a five-minute drive from Parliament Hill.


  “This is something,” Deveau said.


  “It is. On the other side is the National Capital Commission bike path system. Goes for umpteen miles.”


  “Maybe I’ll bring my daughters up for a visit, and we’ll try that sometime,” he said.


  I thought I might like that.


  There was a bit of light from the Queensway and a black glimmer from the shallow Rideau which ran under the highway. Every now and then I heard the startled quack of one of the many ducks. Near the far bank we could just make out three sleeping swans, heads tucked under wings. Then we were under the highway. Ugly graffiti bloomed on the concrete walls, hundreds of cigarette butts cluttered the path. Bits of broken glass blinked in the beams from our flashlights.


  “Not what you’d call romantic,” Deveau said.


  Our flashlights shone on the concrete supporting walls. No sign of anybody.


  “Point the lights up. Sometimes you can see where someone is sleeping up in the openings between the supports and the concrete ceiling.”


  “Tell me you don’t come here by yourself in the night.”


  “Of course not, but during the day I used to notice sleeping bags sometimes.”


  Fifteen minutes later, on the far side of the river, we shone our lights on a cardboard box tucked almost out of sight. Deveau climbed up and passed it down to me. Inside was Alvin’s grandmother’s pink flowered china tea set and eight silver spoons.


  “Looks like Jimmy was here. What a stroke of luck.”


  Deveau said, “I guess these had sentimental value to both those boys.”


  “Most likely. I’d feel a lot better if Jimmy was here now.”


  “Me too. Why don’t we wait and see if he shows up again?” I liked the way this guy’s mind worked.


  Two hours later, we called it quits, picked up the box, and headed for the car. But not before Deveau had a word with the Ottawa cops and told them to keep an eye on the place.


  
    * * *
  


  My alarm went off four hours after I hit the pillow. When I pried my eyes open, I had one thought in my mind. Witness. I needed to find a witness. I stumbled out of bed.


  It gave me quite a shock to bump into Alvin as I groped for the coffee filters in the kitchen. It’s not easy facing Alvin first thing in the morning, particularly when you have a throb in your temple, and he has a bee in his bonnet.


  “We have to talk,” he said, as I gripped the counter.


  “Not before I have coffee.” That was part of a long list including not before I get dressed, not before I brush my teeth, not before I remember my name and not before I walk that stinky dog.


  “I made coffee. It’s almost ready. I’ve figured out who it is.”


  “Who what is?” I pulled out the coffee-pot and stuck my cup right under the drip.


  “The person who knew everything.”


  “What are you talking about?”


  “Someone knew when I found Jimmy. Someone knew Father Blaise was in town. Someone knew Jimmy was in the campground.”


  “I thought he was under a bridge.”


  “Later. After my place burnt, he said he bought himself a tent at the Canadian Tire downtown and camped in the lot by the Bluesfest, but then someone came in the night and he heard them asking around for him. He said he just managed to grab his stuff and run. That’s why he didn’t have any money, he blew it on the tent.”


  “This is the first I’ve heard of it.”


  “He told me while we were waiting for you and Violet to pick us up and take us to Gadzooks.”


  “Right. Gadzooks. Surely the dumbest thing I’ve ever done. But how could anybody know? About that.”


  “Think about it, Camilla.”


  I rubbed my temple.


  “You told P. J. Jimmy was staying in my apartment. Violet heard you.”


  “Don’t joke when I have a headache.”


  “Just because he’s your boyfriend.”


  “He’s not my boyfriend. He’s just P. J.”


  “Did he know about the postcards?”


  I stared. “Alvin, he’s our friend. You don’t believe he could be involved.”


  “He was out of town on July 1st. He couldn’t come to my party.”


  “That’s hardly a crime.” Charlottetown. How far was Charlottetown from Sydney?


  “He could have been in Sydney. Easily.”


  I thought about it. Half the country seemed to be running back and forth. “But why would P. J. go to Sydney?”


  “He knew the Redmores. Both of them.”


  “Yes, but from here. They’re big news in this town.”


  “He’s a wiry little guy. Put a scarf and gloves on him and…”


  “Talk sense.” I felt sick. Everything fit into place. He’d been awfully casual about his mother’s heart attack scare. Why hadn’t he wanted me to send flowers to his mother? Because there was no heart attack?


  I turned at the rustle at the door. Mrs. Parnell stood there, leaning on her walker. “I am sorry, Ms. MacPhee, but I must support young Ferguson here. It looks bad for your friend.”


  My hand shook, and the hot coffee soaked through the front of my housecoat, burning my skin. It didn’t matter.


  “But why? What motive could P. J. have?”


  She said. “We must consider the possibility he was the second boy in the park.”


  Will Redmore, the first boy. P. J. Lynch, the second boy.


  “Alvin do you remember P. J. in the park?”


  “I don’t remember any of it. So that won’t help one way or the other.”


  “We are speculating about the boys in the park. We have no proof. And P. J. grew up in Ottawa, in Westboro. I know that.”


  “People move, Camilla. How many Cape Bretoners do you know in Ottawa? How many that came and went back and came out again? Probably some of them grew up in the West End.”


  “It may make sense, but I don’t believe it.”


  “Perhaps that is what he is banking on, Ms. MacPhee.”


  Alvin said, “Did you tell him you saw Reefer here?”


  I thought back to my sighting of Reefer at Bluesfest. The night P. J. left early because the oysters didn’t agree with him.


  “Did you tell him about the two boys in the park? Because if you did, we’re all in danger.”


  “I must concur. Who knew I had taken pictures with my digital camera? Who knew enough to steal it from the Buick?”


  It was hard to imagine a darker moment.


  “Who heard we had found Jimmy? And we were taking him to Gadzooks?” said Alvin.


  “What do you really know about P. J., Ms. MacPhee?”


  Not for the first time, I found it hard to maintain faith in my buddy. Especially since I knew he was such a liar.


  
    * * *
  


  An hour later, Deveau nosed the rental into a Byward Market parking lot. We started our long prowl through the crowded market streets, past fruit and vegetable vendors, flower stalls, crafts, tables of maple products, Indian dresses, wooden clocks, you name it. We were on the lookout for a dusty drunk with four teeth and a real positive attitude. Deveau liked the market, particularly the smell of fresh strawberries. It took an hour before we hit pay dirt, partly because he kept stopping to sniff and sample.


  “You’re unusually quiet,” he said.


  “Stuff on my mind. We’ll just keep looking.”


  For some reason, Deveau decided to buy me a sunflower.


  “Why?” I said.


  He gave me a funny look. “No reason. But you know what, while we’re here, maybe I should get a bouquet or a plant for Father Blaise. I checked this morning. He was still in theICUyesterday. They thought he’d be there awhile. He hadn’t regained consciousness. The people from St. Paul’s said he was lucky to be alive. Apparently he landed on some garbage bags, and that helped to break his fall. A woman walking her dog spotted him and called 911.”


  “Was it a hit and run?”


  “Looks like it. He was on the sidewalk. The driver didn’t report it. They think it was hours before he was found.”


  “I sure hope he makes it. Any other information from the locals?”


  “On another topic, yeah. Turns out your ex-Buick was hot-wired by someone who knew what they were doing.”


  Sometimes your luck turns. As we paced back and forth outside the Château Lafayette, the ancient watering hole in the market favoured by poets and panhandlers, waiting for Mombourquette to call back, the object of our search stumbled out and flashed me a smile like an old friend. He doffed an imaginary hat. “Oh, Missus, I hope your day went better.”


  “Actually, it didn’t. My car shot through the window of the Gallery at the foot of the hill.”


  “Was that your car now? I guess it was. I saw that. Lot of excitement. Like the movies.”


  “Too much excitement for me. Since you saw it, I need to know, did you see anyone around the vehicle after I left?”


  My new friend seemed to be eyeing Deveau cautiously. Even though Deveau was discretion itself. Eyes open, mouth shut.


  “Is this fella here a cop?”


  “Does he look like a cop?”


  “You can always tell, Missus. Don’t ask me why. It’s not nice to say.”


  “It doesn’t matter.”


  “I wasn’t panhandling.”


  “Of course not.”


  “He can’t arrest me. I knows my rights.”


  “Hey, trust me. I just want to know if you saw anyone around that Buick before it shot down the hill.”


  “I’m not going to court.”


  “Off the record. As a favour to me.”


  “I don’t want to talk in front of the cop.”


  “Fine. Go away, Ray.”


  But Deveau did not go away. He stuck his hand in his pocket and pulled out a ten. “Consider it a favour to me too,” he chuckled.


  “I didn’t see no one.”


  “You didn’t see a woman? A weird looking lady. Wearing gloves. And a scarf. And sunglasses?”


  “No, Missus. No one like that.”


  “Well, did you see a woman near my car?”


  “No, Missus. No women at all. I would of wished them a good day. They like that.”


  Right. Money talk. “Okay, what about a man? A big guy?”


  “Like him, you mean?” He pointed to Deveau.


  “No, no. Let’s say he’s medium. I mean did you see a big guy?”


  Deveau laughed, but that might have been because I was puffing myself up and working on a Will Redmore facial expression.


  “Sorry, Missus. No one like that.”


  I was out of questions. “Thanks, I hope your day gets better too,” I said.


  All four teeth showed. “It just did, Missus.” He had Deveau’s ten to thank for that, and he’d already begun his slow hustle down the street.


  Deveau and I had walked two blocks back to the parking lot and had just reached the rental when I remembered the lesson learned talking to Jimmy’s friends in Sydney. If you don’t ask the right questions, you don’t get the right answers.


  I was out of breath when we caught up to our new friend as he trotted through the door into the LCBO on King Edward and Rideau. I engaged him in conversation as he picked up a litre bottle of Entre-Lac Dry Red.


  “Did you see anyone near my car just before the so-called accident?”


  “I might have, Missus.” He cast a longing look at the rows of bottles.


  Deveau dug out another ten. Funny, I hadn’t remembered kissing a frog.


  “What did you see?” My teeth were beginning to hurt from the effort of not screaming.


  “Just a fella.”


  “The big guy?” I puffed myself up.


  “No, Missus. I told you I didn’t see a big fella.”


  “What. Did. He. Look. Like.”


  “He was kind of puny. Not that much to look at. Nothing much else I can say.” He lifted off another bottle of red and cradled it like a new baby.


  Ask the right questions, I reminded myself. “Did he have red hair? Blonde? Dark? Was he bald?”


  “I have no idea, Missus.” He’d managed to inch to the cash register as we talked.


  Deveau said, “Why don’t you remember his hair colour?”


  “I would’ve, I guess, but I couldn’t see it because of his hat.” That was all we got out of him, but I thought it was twenty dollars well spent.


  We stood outside theLCBO, and I stared at my feet. It was time to fill Deveau in on the suspicions about P. J. No choice. “You waited long enough,” he said.


  “They just came up with these speculations this morning.” I heard the defensiveness in my own voice.


  He rubbed his chin. “A couple of hours. Could make a difference.”


  “Look, for what it’s worth, I don’t believe it. It will turn out to be a weird coincidence. Somehow I think that Redmore found out the same information. Certainly I told Honey plenty. I’ll try to figure out the rest.”


  “I can check with the guys back home. And we have to let the local guys here know there might be something.”


  “I thought you might talk to Mombourquette.”


  “Will do.”


  “And make sure you tell him I don’t believe it’s P. J. Not even a little bit.”


  Thirty


  Back at Mrs. Parnell’s, the war room was booming. Vince was there, as well as Tracy and Frances Ann. Mrs. Parnell had morphed into General Patton at his finest. Even Vince was on his best behaviour.


  Mrs. Parnell signalled me to meet her in the kitchen. Once there, she lowered her voice. “I don’t want to upset the Fergusons, but there’s no joy from Sydney. Loretta talked to Mrs. Smith. She remembers Mrs. Redmore well. And Honey. Apparently they attended the same church. To make a long story short, she’s absolutely certain neither one was the woman chasing Jimmy in the backyard.”


  Back in the living room, the mob was getting restless. Alvin sat poised on the edge of the black leather sofa, several large bags from Radio Shack at his feet. Mrs. P. picked up a laser pointer and beamed a red dot at a series of blue Xes on a large chart taped on the wall. Lester and Pierre shrieked support. Gussie grinned.


  “Damn, I forgot to bring the cat,” I said.


  “Sit down, Ms. MacPhee. We are planning our deployment to isolate and contain Jimmy Ferguson.”


  “Really.”


  “You will be an essential part of our strategy.”


  “What exactly are you planning?”


  “Pincer movements.”


  “Of course.”


  “Don’t mock, Ms. MacPhee. Surely you didn’t think we were sitting on our backsides while you did the investigating?”


  It was one of those questions best not answered. “Tell me what you’re planning.”


  “Young Ferguson here is convinced his brother will come to the youth night concert tomorrow.”


  “The Matthew Good Band concert. Jimmy really wanted to go. It was the main thing he wanted to talk about when I found him yesterday.”


  “You think he could get in without being spotted?”


  “We hope to find him early on, but he may be able to slip by us.”


  “The whole family’s going to be there.”


  “What if he sees you? Will he run away?”


  “We’ll take a leaf from the killer’s book,” Mrs. Parnell said, pointing to a pile of red baseball caps.


  “The Ottawa police will be combing the place,” Deveau said.


  Alvin paled. “That’s the worst thing you can do. Ever since you guys hauled him in, Jimmy’s afraid of cops in uniform. He kept hiding from them when he was on the run. If he sees cops, he’ll take off, and we won’t find him until it’s too late.”


  I said, “Okay, stop hopping around, Alvin. I’d be the last person to deny the police can be kind of ham-handed.”


  Deveau looked kind of hurt, but I couldn’t help that.


  “Precisely, Ms. MacPhee. That’s why we have a better plan.” I said, “But they don’t need to be in uniform. They could give us some plainclothes officers and we could...”


  “Hear us out.” Mrs. P. flashed her pointer.


  I sank down on the leather sofa and listened.


  “As soon as the subject is spotted and his location confirmed, Platoon A will advance from behind these hills to the East and move in a westerly direction.”


  “Who’s platoon A?”


  “That’s me,” said Alvin. “I’ll be moving in a westerly direction.”


  “Platoon B, that would be Vince, Tracy and Frances Ann, will come from the North. And platoon C will be moving forward obliquely from the Southwest and…”


  “Let me guess who Platoon C is.”


  “Please resist the urge to interrupt, Ms. MacPhee. You will play your part.”


  “Platoons A, B and C will remain in contact through Command Central.”


  Ah. No need to ask.


  “And how will these communications be managed?”


  “Bring out the materiel, dear boy.”


  I watched as Alvin produced boxes of walkie-talkies. It might have felt like Christmas if we hadn’t been so worried about Jimmy.


  “They’re easy to use, Camilla,” he said. “They work up to three kilometres. We just need to get our codes arranged.”


  “That’s right,” said the field commander, putting down the laser pointer just long enough to jam a fresh Benson and Hedges into her cigarette holder. “Everyone will get one, and we will use them to co-ordinate our approaches.”


  Gussie’s tail beat a tattoo on Mrs. Parnell’s hardwood floor.


  
    * * *
  


  “Don’t feel bad about it,” I said to Deveau, as he left my apartment some time later. “I’m sure if you’re a good boy, they’ll let you be Platoon D.”


  He chuckled. “I’ll be there with the local guys. They’re not as dopey as you think. They’ll be undercover.”


  “But he’s bound to know you.”


  “Not a chance. He might recognize your Keystone Cops down the hall, but I guarantee, he won’t spot me.”


  “Mysterious. But good, I suppose.”


  He leaned in a bit. “What about you, Nancy Drew? Will you be keeping an eye on your so-called date, the liar?”


  
    * * *
  


  The rest of Wednesday was a nailbiter. We spun our wheels around town, combing bike paths, peering under bridges, easing our way through shelters and parks, hospital waiting rooms, walk-in clinics, the Food Bank, the Shepherds, the Sally Ann, the Rideau Centre, the food courts and vacant lots, the back alleys and the tawdry strip of tattoo parlours, junk shops and sleaze on Rideau where the street kids hung out.


  All without a glimpse of Jimmy.


  “Sorry to be the one to tell you,” Deveau said, “but the Ottawa guys hauled in your friend.”


  “They’re holding him?”


  “Questioning. So they tell me.”


  “I better get over there. I don’t believe P. J. could be involved in this. No matter how it looks.”


  “You wouldn’t be the first person to be fooled by a con artist.”


  By the time I got to Elgin Street, Mombourquette had finished the questioning. P. J. passed me with his head down as he walked out the front door. For some reason, he wasn’t speaking to me.


  
    * * *
  


  We had a lot riding on the Matthew Good Band concert.


  The Ottawa cops had planned to ring the area. Deveau was their secret weapon. After all, he knew Jimmy, and chances were good he could recognize him even in the unlikely event Jimmy managed to disguise himself.


  The unofficial team, led by General Violet Parnell-Patton, was assembling HQ, collecting walkie-talkies and practising their roger over and outs. I got my marching orders, walked Jimmy’s dog, fed the commandant’s kitty, picked out my baseball cap and sunglasses and paced.


  Nothing much would be happening at Bluesfest before nine-thirty, when the band tuned up. At eight-fifteen, I figured I had nothing better to do and nothing to lose. Everyone else seemed to have some kind of important and urgent task.


  That gave me time to skip to the Ottawa General and try to see if I could slip in and see Father Blaise. I took the sunflower.


  I grabbed a cab to the General. Lucky I had twenty dollars in the pocket of my jeans for the fare, because we had pulled up in front of the main door before I noticed I had forgotten my backpack at home. That’s the state you can get in when someone who is more than just a friend might be something very different.


  I had no cellphone either, but then you can’t use a cellphone in a hospital anyway. I had my housekeys with my serious Swiss Army knife, but that didn’t help. They don’t make a Swiss Army knife with a cellphone. Maybe they should.


  
    * * *
  


  “That’s right. I am Father Blaise’s niece,” I said, making every effort not to look shifty-eyed. I wasn’t sure where this would rate on the scale of sins. “We’re so glad to hear he has regained consciousness. Mom can’t get out of the rest home to see him. I represent the family.”


  Lucky this niece got a round-faced, chatty nurse. “You’re fortunate. He’s conscious now. He’ll be glad to see a family member.”


  Father Blaise gazed nearsightedly at me, mystified. “Niece?” he said. “How lovely, a new niece.”


  “Oh, dear,” I whispered to the nurse. “His memory’s not good at the best of times. I hope the accident doesn’t make it worse.”


  “My memory’s better than yours, I’ll bet,” Father Blaise whispered. He lay like a grey lump in the bed. With the bandage around his head and no sign of his glasses, I wouldn’t have known him.


  Good thing the plump, cheerful nurse was already making her smiling way to check on another patient.


  “White lie,” I said. “We need to talk. It’s a matter of life and death for Jimmy, and they only let family in.”


  “You’re that MacPhee girl,” he said, weakly.


  “Looks like you had a rough time, Father.”


  “Nice chance to slow down,” he said. “We all need a break every now and then.”


  Adversity brings out the best in some people.


  “Father, I need your help. Jimmy Ferguson is still missing. I think it has to do with one or more incidents that happened in the past. So I’m really glad to hear your memory’s so good.”


  “Go on.” That gave me a shiver. How many times have I heard those words in confession?


  “The first incident was the accident in the park when Jimmy nearly died. We have reason to think he might have been injured by bullies. Does that mean anything to you? Would you have any idea who those bullies could have been?”


  “I’d shake my head, no, but it hurts when I shake.”


  “Fair enough. Then surely you remember the accusation against him and Honey Redmore.”


  “I certainly do. Disgraceful talk. Not that it was public, but small towns have their weaknesses.”


  “He was supposed to be at the Youth Club.”


  “It doesn’t matter where he was. He has his flaws, don’t we all, and he could be foolish, but I know in my heart he could never, never have done what they said.”


  “Thank you. I have a question about the boy who might have made the allegation, Will Redmore. I know he isn’t Catholic, but you may have known him.”


  “Oh, yes, I remember Will.”


  “Do you think he could have been a bully? Or capable of lying about the accusation that Jimmy assaulted his sister?”


  “That’s very serious. I couldn’t speculate. I knew him. He was a bit of a hellion in his early teens. I won’t say what he did, but his parents got him away from certain bad companions and packed him off to boarding school. I don’t remember which one, but it did the trick. He certainly settled down. He turned out well, successful, high profile, good son, that’s what counts.” Father Blaise seemed exhausted with the effort.


  “Just a couple more questions, Father.” My heart was pounding. But you gotta do what you gotta do. “Did you know a boy named P. J. Lynch? Red hair, freckles. Gap between his teeth? He’s thirty now. About the same age as Will Redmore. A bit older than his sister.”


  “No, I’m sure I don’t know that boy. No. Not one of mine.”


  “Thank God. And you can’t tell me anything more about Will Redmore?”


  “No. We mustn’t judge children because of their early behaviour. Adolescents are very fragile and easily influenced. They need a chance to prove themselves. Will turned out fine. And so did his friend.”


  “Friend. What friend?” Oops. A bit too loud.


  “What are you doing? This is a desperately sick man, you can’t upset him.” The plump, cheerful nurse stood behind me with her hands on her hips. I guess her initial opinion of me had changed.


  “Tell me what friend, Father.”


  “The other boy that was always in trouble. He was always the ringleader, in my opinion.”


  The nurse said, “You’d better leave.” She grabbed my arm. I shook her off.


  I leaned over Father Blaise’s bed. “What was his name, Father?”


  “He turned out fine too. I saw him last week, just before I left on my holiday.” Father Blaise’s voice began to trail off. Softly.


  The nurse called for help.


  “It’s good, you know, when the things we do pay off. Sports, drama club, those things can change a boy.”


  “His name, Father. Life or death.”


  “A long time ago that boy. So angry when he first showed up at the Youth Club. Setting fires. Stealing cars. Roughing up other children. But he certainly came to life on the stage. He could transform himself. It was marvellous. It’s what drama is all about. Gave him the polish he needs for public life. It helped him to deal with his anger.”


  Two burly orderlies appeared.


  “He’s still angry, Father. He killed Reefer. He ran you down. We need to find him before he kills Jimmy Ferguson.”


  The orderlies picked me up, one by each elbow. I tried to grab for the bed, then the doorframe.


  “No, no. You must be mistaken,” Father Blaise said, his eyes half-closed. “He turned out very well. I’m sure he’ll get elected.”


  Holy shit.


  I didn’t actually need security to speed me on my way. I was ready to race out the front door of the hospital so I could use my cellphone to call Mombourquette, Deveau, Alvin, Mrs. P. Everybody. But, of course, I didn’t have my cellphone.


  Or money for a payphone.


  Or money for a taxi, for that matter.


  Thirty-One


  The cab driver was pretty irritated as he accompanied me to my apartment. Some people lack a highly developed sense of humour. His mood did not improve when Gussie, the mildest of dogs, took an instant dislike to him.


  “Thank you, Gussie,” I said when I shut the door after the cabby had fled with my last twenty. “You’re like a secret weapon.”


  Gussie’s tail thumped.


  “In more ways than one,” I said.


  
    * * *
  


  I called Honey Redmore from Mrs. Parnell’s number. There’s more than one way to deal with Call Display.


  “Tell me,” I said when she answered, “did your mother lose a Hermès scarf in Sydney?”


  “How did you know that?” she said, before she caught herself. “I have nothing more to say to you. One more call and I’ll take legal action.”


  “I’d say you’d better be careful who you line up with here. Legal action plays both ways. Since you are choosing to protect people, you may find yourself in the hot seat with them. Your choice.”


  While I spoke to Honey, Mrs. Parnell got busy. “Pictures of Nicholas Southern and Will Redmore? Of course, I can get them off the web,” she’d said.


  “Good. We need to show both of them to Alvin. Fast.”


  “It will only take a minute.”


  “P. J. was in Prince Edward Island with Southern on June 30th when he got called back here because of his mother’s heart attack. I need confirmation Nicholas Southern was in Sydney on July 1st, officially, or otherwise. And I’ll need Southern’s bio, if you can find one.”


  Mrs. P. kept her computer and colour printer humming, while I made calls. I had just left messages with Mombourquette, Deveau, Alvin and P. J. when she slapped a sheaf of paper in front of me.


  She’d pulled up some good images of Southern and Redmore from the web. “Thanks, Mrs. P. We’ll show them to Alvin. Maybe he can identify them as the boys in the park.”


  “We see their faces splashed all over the media. It is hard to imagine young Ferguson wouldn’t have recognized them.”


  “Maybe. But it was a long time ago, and the context is so different. And Alvin follows the art scene, not politics.”


  “I’ll keep trying to find out where Southern was on Sunday.”


  “Thanks, I’ll check the bio.”


  “I printed out a couple of them. Try the long version.”


  “Holy shit.”


  “What is it, Ms. MacPhee?”


  “It’s all here. Nicholas Southern lived in Sydney among many other places for a while as a young teenager. Then he moved with his mother to Calgary at sixteen. What else? Business degree on full scholarship. Active in drama and politics at university. Bless you, Mrs. P., and bless Father Blaise too.”


  “If I may say so, I believe these are slim grounds to accuse a public figure of these heinous crimes. But, who am I? You are the lawyer.”


  “And I’m building my case.”


  Of all the other people I needed to speak to, only Deveau returned my call. His timing couldn’t have been better. “How well do you remember the alleged assault on Honey Redmore?” I said. “Just answer. Don’t give me any bull about the YOA. I’m asking you how well you remember it.”


  “Well enough.”


  “Do you recall if there was anyone else in the house at the time except for the family and possibly Jimmy?”


  “Jeez. You don’t ask much, do you?”


  “Answer me.”


  “I think there was another guy there. A friend of the brother. He didn’t get involved, though. Just backed up the story.”


  “Nicholas Southern,” I said.


  “The software guy on the political crusade? What about him?”


  “Was he there?”


  Silence. Silence from cops, even nice ones, can be a good sign.


  “Did you know him in Sydney? My source says he got into plenty of trouble as a kid.”


  “I remember him.”


  “Don’t get slippery. Answer this question. Was he in trouble with the law as a juvenile?”


  “Come on now. We’ve been all through this.”


  “Fine. You could tell me where he lived. That wouldn’t violate any laws.”


  “I don’t see what difference it would make, but he and his mother had an apartment on Charlotte Street.”


  “Near the park?”


  “What of it?”


  “Okay. Now I’ll talk. You listen. Here’s what I think happened. Nicholas Southern and Will Redmore are buddies. A couple of smart kids with chips on their shoulders and nasty dispositions. Get in a bit of trouble in school. They push the younger kids around. Rough them up. Maybe get noticed by the cops. You with me?”


  “I’m not breaking the law.”


  “Good. So one day, things get out of hand, and a child is injured seriously. The child is Jimmy.”


  “No one ever suggested those two kids were involved with that.”


  “That’s part of the problem. There were no witnesses. Jimmy’s too damaged, and Alvin has blocked everything out. It looks like they got away with it.”


  “Go on.”


  “But it wasn’t the only thing they did. There were other things, small fires, thefts. Sooner or later, they’re in trouble. Redmore’s parents clamp down on him and ship him off to boarding school. But Southern’s not from money. His mother connects him with Father Blaise and his Youth Club. Father Blaise sees the kid has promise. He gets him into drama and other things, and first thing you know the little bastard has a scholarship to university and a ticket to success. A happy ending for everyone but Jimmy.”


  “A lot of speculation, Camilla.”


  “But it’s all falling together, isn’t it?”


  “Maybe.”


  “Here’s another idea. What if Nicholas and Will touched base again, ran into each other somewhere, Dalhousie maybe. Nicholas comes for a visit for Thanksgiving. His mother’s out west, and he’s finishing up at Dal. So is Redmore.”


  “That’s really far-fetched.”


  “What’s far-fetched about it? Two guys from the same town, who were friends as children, and I read your silence before as a ‘yes’ to that, these guys reconnect at university and one visits the other. Big deal. Hardly the X-Files.”


  Deveau cleared his throat. He hadn’t managed a single chuckle during this phone call.


  “Are you with me?”


  “Yes.”


  “So, let’s say during this visit, Jimmy Ferguson is waiting to see Honey. Maybe he sees these two guys together, and maybe some memory is triggered. Maybe Southern gets nervous that Jimmy will tell people what he did. Or maybe Redmore does, and they decide to create a distraction. Or maybe, once a bully always a bully, and the bully found an opportunity to pull a really vile trick on a former victim.”


  “Go on.”


  “Only it goes really wrong, and the father dies. Maybe that’s what created the tension between Redmore and Southern. The stakes are way up. But neither one can let the cat out of the bag, because they’re both guilty of something the public won’t take lightly.”


  “Career limiting,” he said. “In a big way.”


  “No kidding. Does it answer a lot of questions so far?”


  “I hate to admit it.”


  “A lot of things are starting to crystallize. Try this for a theory: Southern was in Sydney the day Jimmy disappeared. So was Redmore. So was Honey.”


  “I’ll call Sydney and see if someone can review those old files. No guarantee we’ll find anything useful.”


  “Right. Why don’t you check this out? I suggest that you ask Honey yourself.”


  “Do you think she was part of it?”


  “I find it hard to believe. I liked her. Even if she didn’t like me much. But a woman was driving the car, both times. Mrs. Redmore must be in her early sixties. We know she held Jimmy responsible. Maybe she could have been driving the car that killed Greg Hornyk in Sydney. Somehow I can’t see her rolling out of the Buick and sprinting away from Gadzooks. That would have to be a younger woman. Honey fits the physical profile.”


  “But you said Honey knew Jimmy wasn’t to blame.”


  “True. Even so, she’s close to her brother. Maybe he could weather accusations of childhood bullying, but his career wouldn’t survive framing an innocent kid for an incident that led to the death of his father.”


  “I’m sorry, Camilla. I can believe those guys were involved, but I’ve met Honey, and it just doesn’t ring true to me.”


  “Yeah well, maybe I haven’t figured all the angles yet. But I’m getting there. Anyway, this whole topic upsets her. That’s good. You should be able to get her flustered. My guess is she’ll let something slip.”


  “She didn’t let things slip when you talked to her.”


  “I didn’t ask her the right questions. You have the background now,” I said.


  “No, you’re the one who believes this. You should talk to her. Make the accusation to her face. I don’t want to jeopardize the case if it comes down to that. Not that I believe it will.”


  “She won’t talk to me, but you’re the police. You can easily ask her if Southern was there on the Thanksgiving when Jimmy was accused. Ask her in person. Face to face. See what happens. While you’re at it, you should interview Father Blaise. They might let you in to theICUnow. He knew both these kids. I believe he saw Southern on Canada Day. If you can get in, you can find out where and we can see how it fits in with what we know so far.”


  “Camilla?”


  “What?”


  “There’s so many holes in your story, I don’t know where to start counting.”


  “I’ll be busy filling in those holes. While you’re talking to people, you might fill in some of them yourself.”


  “I know you believe you’re on to something, but I have to tell you, as a police officer I can’t go out on that limb. This is pure conjecture. I’m sorry.”


  “Ray, you’re here to look for Jimmy. You can’t take a chance. You have to follow up.”


  “Sorry.”


  “You don’t really have a choice.”


  “You just put the finger on your reporter friend, and now this is a complete about-face. I’m not going to badger Honey, and I am not going to harass a frail old man in intensive care. Try to get used to the idea.”


  “Sure. I’ll get used to it. And, Ray?”


  “What?”


  “Don’t call me, I’ll call you.”


  I may have slammed the phone down. Mrs. Parnell raised her eyebrow and her glass of Harvey’s in a sympathetic salute.


  “Sometimes, Ms. MacPhee, discretion is the better part of valour.”


  “Yeah, well, discretion is not my best thing. And it’s too late for that now. What am I going to do? We’re really out of time.”


  “You can’t blame Sergeant Deveau. He doesn’t know you well.”


  “And he won’t be getting to know me any better.”


  “Let us be strategic. Who can talk to Honey?”


  “I need to think about that.”


  “Have a look at this while you’re thinking. I found a bit more background on our Mr. Southern. Mostly the theatrical stuff. Do you notice anything?” Mrs. Parnell shot a little jet of smoke in my direction.


  I said, “Just a write-up mentioning some of the activities this Southern person was involved in.” I stared at the article. It appeared to list every activity Nicholas Southern had ever taken part in. As far as I could tell they were all innocuous. “I’m surprised they don’t list sleeping seven hours a night and flossing his teeth as achievements. Are these people paid by the syllable? What are you driving at, Mrs. P.?”


  “I thought you might find the theatrical history illuminating.”


  “You’re kidding, right? And am I supposed to be really impressed that he once drove a tour bus for a summer job?”


  “Examine it closely, Ms. MacPhee.”


  I took my time, but after two rereads, I wasn’t wiser. “Out with it,” I said.


  “Look at those performances.Some Like It Hot. Victor Victoria. La Cage aux Folles. What was different about them?”


  “Sorry,” I said, “I’m not getting this. Oh. Shit. How could I miss that?”


  “Precisely, Ms. MacPhee.”


  “Men dressed as women.”


  The last piece of the puzzle. “Father Blaise said he really got into his roles. Shone on the stage.”


  
    * * *
  


  Dogs are not allowed at Bluesfest. So it took a certain amount of ingenuity to get in with Gussie. I already had the sunglasses. Gussie did a great seeing eye dog routine. I thought the white cane would come in handy anyway.


  Youth night at Bluesfest was something new. The Matthew Good Band was supposed to pull in younger crowds. A quick glance told me the tactic had worked. It was like another species. I looked around at the surging mass and saw ten thousand reasons why I was not a youth. Body surfing was only one of them.


  Lots of the youth had cellphones. I hoped they were having better luck with them than I was. Deveau didn’t answer his. Mombourquette didn’t answer his. Alvin didn’t answer his. Mrs. Parnell didn’t answer hers. I blamed the goddam walkietalkies. I didn’t have one of those.


  P. J. didn’t answer his phone either. I hoped he wasn’t in the slammer.


  I kept leaving messages as Gussie and I wove our way through the crowds. Gussie sniffed jean legs and pulled here and there. “Find Jimmy, Gussie,” I said. Not that Gussie understood a word, but if Jimmy was near, Gussie would know.


  I looked around desperately for Platoons A, B and D. No luck.


  Like any band worth its salt, the Matthew Good Band wasn’t going to start on time. It was already dark when the tuning up on stage started. Dark enough to make the search through the crowd tricky. Even with my sunglasses off, half the crowd would have had the same basic description as Jimmy.


  Mombourquette was the first to answer his phone.


  “I guess you feel like a dope,” he said, “dating a crazed killer, and let’s not forget trashing Stan’s Buick.”


  “Sorry to disappoint, Lennie, but it’s not P. J.”


  “Listen, we didn’t have enough to hold him. But we’ll get him.”


  “Get this. It’s not P. J. I never really believed it. The person you want is Nicholas Southern.”


  “What? The politician? Are you fucking nuts?”


  “It may sound crazy, but hear me out. This guy’s whole political platform is built on each person taking responsibility for his own actions. He’s always howling about the need for law and order and let’s lock up those bad guys forever. Now it turns out he was a kid in trouble with the law. If word gets out he’s not squeaky clean, the media will take him down. Think piranhas.”


  “Even supposing that’s true, no way the guy’s juvenile records will get out to the press. So if you think we’re going to hassle a would-be politician who’s in the news every friggin’ day, you’d better think again. Next you’ll be telling me here’s three good reasons to arrest the Pope. I haven’t forgotten your boyfriend, Camilla.”


  “I didn’t tell you to arrest P. J.”


  “You know what, Camilla? You cause everything bad to happen.”


  “Where’s Deveau? I need to talk to him.”


  “I don’t know where he is. Get off my phone.”


  Deveau still didn’t answer his own cellphone.


  P. J. did pick up on my third attempt. I guess I shouldn’t have been surprised that he wasn’t interested in my theory. Or anything I had to say. There’s something about a dial tone that speaks volumes.


  I settled for joining the milling throng, craning my neck to check for Jimmy Ferguson among the thousands of excited young people jockeying for position near the Main Stage.


  Suddenly Gussie yanked so hard on the leash that I fell to my knees. I struggled, but found myself dragged away from the Main Stage. Gussie began to lope away from the crowd with me attempting to get control. Gussie’s lope grew to a gallop, and we tore up the hill towards the Acoustic stage. Gussie was obviously aiming towards a figure running ahead, dodging and tripping.


  Another person streaked along after the first. Neither one wore the red baseball cap designating Platoon A, B or D. I knew the first runner was Jimmy. I was just as certain that the second figure was Nicholas Southern.


  Up the hill the huge swooping sail of the Acoustic tent dominated the view. There was nothing and no one near it. A bus with images of a band was parked off to the side, probably packed with sound gear. Maybe there would be musicians or roads near it. Maybe there’d be help there. On any other night, the hill would have been packed with people, but tonight, they were all clustered by the Main Stage. The security people would be working that area, keeping the kids from leaping onto the stage, keeping control. No sign of them in this area.


  I ran like hell to reach Jimmy. Gussie helped. I shrieked Jimmy’s name. But by this time the band had launched into its opening number and the crowd was screaming louder.


  I gasped raggedly as we tore up the hill, tripping on rocks, divots, paper cups. Racing to head off the killer. Far ahead Jimmy Ferguson tripped and turned a terrified white face behind him.


  My hands shook as I pulled out the cellphone and dialled 911. The dispatcher knew who Jimmy Ferguson was.


  “There are police on site. Send them to the Acoustic tent.”


  “I can’t hear you.”


  “The Acoustic tent,” I screamed.


  “You’ll have to speak louder.”


  Gussie yanked hard, and I fell flat on my face. I dropped the cellphone and the cane as I clung to Gussie’s lead.


  Jimmy had vanished. So had Nicholas Southern. There was nowhere they could be but in the Acoustic tent. Gussie pulled, I followed. Up onto the stage.


  I yelled a message meant for two sets of ears. Even this far from the Main Stage, the band was clear and loud.


  “Nicholas, leave Jimmy alone. You can’t kill us all.”


  “Don’t be so sure,” came the voice behind me.


  I froze but managed to say,” But why?”


  “Because I have something important to do. I am going to make a difference in politics. I am going to the top. And I am not going to let you little pissants stop me. You’re in my way, and you’re not important. Hello, Jimmy.”


  I whipped around, expecting Jimmy but seeing only the empty stage. The sky exploded. A sharp blow to the back of the head will do that. I don’t remember falling off the stage, but I must have hit the wooden stage stairs head on.


  Hard to say how long I was out. When I staggered to my feet, the stage was empty. Blood seeped into my eyes. No sign of Jimmy. Gussie was gone too. I pushed my way up onto the stage. The floor and sides were painted dead black, so I clattered around in the dark, tripping over the onstage cable covers.


  I tried to control my breathing and listen. I thought I heard whimpering, ragged breathing nearby.


  Jimmy? Should I call his name? If he answered would that alert Nicholas Southern?


  We are each responsible for our own actions. Fair enough, Nicholas, but which actions? If I drew attention to Jimmy, would that draw Southern to him too?


  There has to be a plan. Think, think.


  I wasn’t sure of the shape at the back of the stage area. I felt my way around, trying not to miss anything. My head swam. Silver dots danced in my eyes. Cover the area. Left to right and back. Doesn’t matter if you go over some ground again.


  Right to left. Left to right.


  Wipe blood off face with sleeve.


  Right to left. Left to right.


  Why not a scrap of light?


  Slowly, painfully, I crept until finally, I felt the warm, trembling body. Heard the terror in the sob.


  “It’s okay, Jimmy,” I whispered. “We’re going to be all right. This time it will be all right.”


  I only wished I believed it.


  Gussie licked my hand. From somewhere to my left, I heard the roar of an engine.


  Police? No.


  A truck? A fire truck maybe?


  I knew what it had to be. My heart sank. Nicholas was back. With the bus.


  The floor shuddered as the bus hit the supports of the tent. I wasn’t sure how stable those tent posts were. Jimmy shook.


  “Come on, guys, we’re getting out of here,” I yelled.


  The next slam of the truck must have caused the structure to sag. I heard the high whine of the bus. What, in reverse? Then a loud pop as the cable anchoring the structure snapped. The heavy vinyl sail sagged. The metal studs groaned. More snapping from outside, and then the whoosh as the vinyl tent roof sank slowly to the stage. I fought for breath.


  The bus rammed the side again and again. Was he crazy? Did he think no one would see him knocking down the Acoustic tent with a frigging bus?


  It appeared that he did.


  What difference did it make? We were dead anyway.


  My keys dug into my leg as the heavy canvas and supports pressed our bodies down. We were trapped. What good were keys with no door and no way out? It was almost funny.


  Wait. Think.


  I felt until I found the Swiss Army knife. Struggled to find the right blade. Not the corkscrew. Not the goddam stupid little scissors. The knife blade. Struggled to open it. Pushed with all my might to cut through the vinyl without breaking the blade.


  Outside, the slow crush of the bus continued. Back and forth. Southern had nothing to lose at this stage and everything to gain by wiping out Jimmy and me. Finally, I managed to work a medium sized split in the canvas. A speck of light appeared. I sliced, pushed, forced the hole larger.


  The bus hit again with a thunderous crash. The rest of the supports were going.


  “Get through, Jimmy,” I yelled. “Push. Get through.”


  We tumbled through and out onto the hillside. I had Jimmy by the collar. I’d be goddamed if I’d let him get away again. A yelp told me I had Gussie’s tail.


  We rolled.


  No one heard. But someone saw. The bus rumbled toward us, down the hill. Zigging. Zagging.


  Somewhere through the racket and the pain in my head I heard voices. People. Banging. Shouting. People reached out.


  “Jimmy! Jimmy.”


  “Oh, shit, are they dead?”


  “Holy Mary, Mother of God.”


  I heard the crackle of walkie-talkies, voices, loud voices. Someone lifted me.


  “Help Jimmy,” I said, staggering around.


  I heard Deveau’s voice. “Jimmy’s okay.”


  “And Gussie?”


  “Gussie too.”


  “Good.”


  “How about you? Gonna make it?”


  “Yes. Where’s Nicholas Southern?”


  “Where he should be.”


  I thought I knew what he meant by that, but I can’t say it bothered me.


  In the background, unbelievably, the music played on.


  Thirty-Two


  Jimmy’s EEGs and neurological tests show some damage, probably caused by a lack of medication and the immense stress of his ten days on the loose. We can only assume he suffered several seizures. Only time will tell the long term impact. The phrase the doctors use is cautious optimism. Who knows how much help he’ll need to get over his ordeal, but his family will make sure he gets it.


  On a sad note, the brave and loyal Gussie seems to trigger distress in Jimmy now. A one-way trip to the Humane Society seems an inappropriate reward.


  The media had a field day with the fall of the wonder boy, Nicholas Southern. Bit by bit, we are still piecing together what happened. We can only speculate that somehow Jimmy reacted in a panic when he first saw Southern in Sydney. Southern was quick enough to figure out why. I believe Southern thought he’d better nip that little PR problem right away. Perhaps someday Jimmy will be able to tell us if he recognized Southern as the bully or merely panicked without knowing why. Alvin thinks he might have reacted to Southern’s voice. Whatever it was, Southern wasn’t going to take a chance on word getting out. The one fact we are sure of: Nicholas is a much bigger story as a dead crazy than he ever was as a wannabe politician. Calls for stronger laws are loud and clear. Nicholas Southern would have approved.


  P. J. got the scoop, and the scoop behind the scoop. Bad boy grows up and pretends to be good boy. Makes a lot of money. Fools lots of people. No names mentioned.


  I knew giving P. J. the tip-off to interview Father Blaise about seeing Nicholas Southern in Sydney would add drama along with the story of the attack in the park. P. J. got some serious sound bites out of Donald Donnie and Loretta too. He even got some mileage out of an interview with René Janveau bemoaning his shattered Gadzooks Gallery. The heavily bandaged René made for a first-rate photo op too.


  In the end, I was proud of P. J. His feature story revealed his own inadvertent role in keeping Southern up to speed on Jimmy’s whereabouts and our tactics through seemingly idle chit-chat. He didn’t go easy on himself.


  We’re still not clear how much Honey Redmore knew about Southern. There’s not much chance we’ll ever prove Will was the second boy in the park. Alvin’s statement based on photos would be flimsy in court. Contact from the Redmore’s legal representative put a serious chill on that angle of P. J.’s coverage. But it’s funny how word spreads with journalists.


  I’m not sure if things will be okay between P. J. and me. Ever. Some accusations you shouldn’t believe for a minute about a person. He knows it. I know it. And there’s not much I can do but wait and see.


  Father Blaise went home to Sydney in a wheelchair, and he’ll probably stay in one for the rest of his life. He’s still as sharp as ever though, and he has helped to clear up some of the confusion about what happened. According to Deveau, Father Blaise has a clear memory of seeing Reefer Keefer arguing with Nicholas Southern in downtown Sydney on Canada Day. The local cops have equally clear memories of Reefer using embarrassing information about people as a source of supplementary income. That would explain a lot.


  The ballistics test showed that Mombourquette’s bullet was the one that stopped Nicholas Southern. It’s administrative leave for him until theSIUreport comes back. If he had a life, he might enjoy that. But he doesn’t.


  Alvin’s referral for therapy has come through. I thanked my doctor. Let’s hope it does the trick. Mrs. Parnell found him another apartment in Hull, which he has already begun work on decorating. He will be back at Justice for Victims. I will cope.


  Deveau remained in town for the last four days of Bluesfest. I sat next to him through James Brown, Wilson Pickett and Little Feat. I spent the shows in a haze of painkillers. There’s something to be said for drugs and music. Sunglasses too, if both your eyes are black.


  He stayed over at my place. In case I had a medical crisis in the night. Or had a nightmare. Or needed scrambled eggs in the morning. Or something.


  He has a warm heart and cold feet. I believe there’s a song about that. At any rate, I guess he’s not with me for my looks.


  Today is July 16 and Deveau has to go back to Sydney. His kids are coming home from music camp. He has a life. He has a job. He’s out of holiday time.


  Mrs. Parnell has weathered it better than anyone. But then, war becomes her.


  For me, I’ve been told to take it easy. I think Gussie and I will do that. Mrs. Parnell’s cat will have to stop sulking one of these days. I keep my feet up and stay on hold with the insurance company over the Buick.


  The Fergusons have decided that I’m a good guy after all. They’ve taken to calling me collect twice a day. I have invested in Call Display. We now have seven days left until the rest of the MacPhee family returns from Scotland. The technical term for that will be Armageddon.


  
    
      
    
  


  The Devil’s in the Details


  Now and Forever


  She no longer flinches when his hand strokes her cheek, long fingers gentle but powerful, tracing her jaw line. She reaches deep and brings forth her best smile. Why should she shrink from him? He is the protector. They are powerful with him in charge. They are safe. She wills herself to forget the past, memory brings only weakness. Her parents, a blurred mental image. The others: white faces twisted with terror, howling amid the shriek of gunshots, white flames from the Molotov cocktails, the silver spikes of cascading glass. And Kimmy, dark blood pooling around her perforated body, surprise on her small face.


  They know the price to be paid for a new world. Her past is gone. The future belongs to the Settlers. The right names are on the lists. When the time comes, the oppressors and their lackeys will be eliminated. The world will be put right. He will see to that.


  The van rumbles along the rough backcountry road, lurching through potholes, swaying wildly, flinging bodies against the sides. Every five minutes, someone pitches over, the sound of bone slamming into metal reverberates. No one laughs.


  He moves slowly on cushioned soles, from one to another in random order, whispering to each one, stroking a forearm, an earlobe a chin. Handing out round white mints. Keeping each girl calm, reminding them of the job they had done and the tasks that lie ahead of them. Special words and touches for those who had let down their guard. You did not want to be responsible for a setback. You did not want a special touch.


  There is sweat in the air she breathes.


  He reaches her at last, in the corner where she has pressed herself, trying for balance. Her heart near to exploding. He says, “But you will be careful.”


  “Yes.”


  “Now and forever.” These days he uses his soft voice. The voice that makes you focus totally, completely, absolutely, on him. To listen is to forget you are in a stolen van, driving without lights on dirt tracks leading to nowhere, anything to evade the state troopers. The soft voice reminds her why she is fighting, what she has lost and what she will gain. What she stands for. The voice binds her to him.


  She is careful. Always.


  His words, so light, she has to lean forward to hear. “Do you believe it?”


  “Now and forever.”


  “The future is ours.”


  “The future is ours.”


  “What do we believe?”


  “Those who represent evil will die. Those who are deserving will live in harmony.”


  “Who will make the difference?”


  “The Settlers will make the difference.”


  “Some of the others were not so careful. You see what happens when you let your guard down.”


  “Yes.” Six girls are left. She wills herself to be strong, to have a full voice, the voice of the powerful. She pushes away thoughts of Kimmy, left alone in her lake of blood.


  The smell of urine fills the van. Behind her, somewhere in the dark, one of the careless ones has wet her pants.


  Please, let her be strong enough to survive.


  One


  It was the dog end of a wasted summer. As a fitting finale, a Crown Prosecutor had dropped the ball in the case against the con artist who’d swindled my seventy-five-year-old client.


  The creep who had wiped out her retirement savings reacted to his “not guilty” verdict with a smirk. By now, he’d be in his Porsche Boxster heading for a golf foursome. My client was still in shock from the vicious grilling by his lawyer. No golf club for her. She’d be lucky to afford Kraft Dinner in her one-room apartment. And she could forget the satisfaction of seeing that shit-heel go to jail. I’d given her a hug and cab fare home. My goddam car was on the fritz again.


  Sometimes the life of a victim’s rights activist is just plain crap. You care too much about your clients. You long to give the prosecution a kick in the pants. You take the defence tactics personally.


  I wasn’t happy when I found myself nose-to-nose with the swindling scumbag’s lawyer. Sheldon Romanek stood like he owned the place on the wide stone steps of the Elgin Street Court House. He breathed deeply, filling his lungs with the Friday afternoon traffic fumes and the swirling, end-of-August dust and grit. I marvelled. Such a dumpling. So harmless looking with his dirt-green suit, gunky tie and dangling shoelaces. Sheldon was forty-five, but on a good day he could pass for sixty. A jury member might easily imagine him bumbling through the park with his beloved grandchildren. But Sheldon was single, without friend or family as far as anyone knew. A persistent rumour around Court had it that his heart belonged to a collection of arachnids he kept in his bed. That might have been the mutterings of the defeated.


  He grinned at me.


  I said, “Hey, Sheldon, if I hadn’t seen it with my own eyes, I’d never guess you were the embodiment of evil.”


  “You win some, you lose some, MacPhee,” he said, adjusting his comb-over.


  “As long as you can sleep nights.”


  “I sleep like a baby.”


  “You know about babies?”


  He leaned forward. “You want some advice?”


  “From you? Hell, no.”


  “No charge for the insight. Here’s my secret: I win my cases.” His grin showed nicely greying teeth. Whatever Sheldon spent his money on, it sure wasn’t dentists.


  “You mean let the bastards walk.”


  “Rule of law in this country, MacPhee. Innocent until proven guilty.”


  “Sure. Let the fraud artists and drug dealers run free and happy.”


  “By all means, fall back on to your knee-jerk, left-leaning conspiracy theories, if it makes you feel better.”


  “You know what I fall back on, Sheldon? Principles. You might consider picking up a six-pack of them for the weekend.”


  “My principle is called victory.”


  “At any cost.”


  He chortled. “At least I don’t have the shame of letting my clients down. Give that a try.”


  “Give this a try,” I said, raising my middle finger.


  “Funny. You used to be a smart girl, MacPhee. You did some gutsy defence work a few years back. Forget the lost causes. Get back to the law.”


  I didn’t dignify that with a response. I don’t dismiss running an advocacy agency for victims of crime as a lost cause. Even if that pretty much summed up every one of my recent files. On the other hand, I was getting sick of steering some poor soul through the justice system, only to watch the Crown cut a deal.


  Maybe I was just spoiling for a fight.


  Sheldon turned as a pair of Assistant Crown Prosecutors scurried down the stairs, avoiding eye contact with him.


  The evil gnome actually winked at me.


  “If you bottom out, you could always work with them,” he said.


  For historical reasons, I am persona non grata at the Office of the Crown Prosecutor, so that wouldn’t be happening. I’d had enough of Sheldon. I adjusted my backpack and headed down the Courthouse steps.


  “I might be able to find a place for you,” he shouted after me.


  “Not a chance.”


  “Call me if you want a real job, MacPhee.”


  “You kidding? I love what I’m doing.”


  No longer quite the truth, but damned if I’d admit that to Sheldon Romanek.


  
    * * *
  


  I was still smouldering as I approached my office a few blocks down Elgin Street. I’d stopped long enough to get a late afternoon caffeine fix at the Second Cup. Despite the fall nip in the air, I’d chosen an iced latte. I had stuff in my life that required a clear head. For instance, finding a new office location, since our landlord had decided to renovate the building and given us notice to quit the premises, such as they were. And more to the point, figuring out if I was wasting my time trying to hold Justice For Victims together. Period. No one seemed to believe my services to crime victims did much good. Not that I care about the opinions of others. Still, our contributions from private benefactors had shrivelled to zero, our clients were rarely in a position to pay for services, and government funding was harder to come by at every level. Alvin Ferguson, my so-called office assistant, was supposed to handle grants and fundraising. But Alvin had not been a peak performer in recent months. At least he used to come into the office occasionally to lick stamps and make long distance calls to his extensive family in Sydney, Nova Scotia. That was before he and my neighbour, Mrs. Violet Parnell, discovered hot air balloons.


  Who was I to criticize? My latest client was out of cash, out of luck, out of hope. Having a victim’s advocate hadn’t done her a scrap of good. She hadn’t blamed me. But I blamed myself. Maybe I’d lost my way in this whole advocacy process.


  My family was pressuring me to get back to the practice of law, where you could make a dollar and not get shot at. And they didn’t know I’d dug into my own limited savings to keep JFV going.


  Still, nothing could entice me into a corporate practice. Not even the copy of Litigation For Fun and Profit which my sister Edwina had presented me for my thirty-sixth birthday. And I had no intention of turning to family law. Family law gives me hives. Before my husband Paul died, I’d spent a few years doing criminal law, mostly legal aid cases. I’d enjoyed it. But how could I return to defence after working with victims? Maybe that creep Romanek was a reminder from above to continue with the good fight.


  I was so deep in thought I almost mowed down a young couple on the sidewalk. I did the kind of double-take you see in second-rate comedies. I’d almost knocked over Bunny Mayhew, my all-time favourite legal aid client.


  “Wow, Camilla. I haven’t seen you since your Legal Aid days. Boy, do we miss you.”


  “Bunny.” I couldn’t keep the grin from racing across my face. “You look terrific.”


  But then Bunny always looked great. He couldn’t help it. Part of it was his crooked little boy smile, the stray lock of sandy blonde hair falling over his hazel eyes. His air of utter inept vulnerability was like an aphrodisiac for most women. I was aware of this effect and not totally immune.


  “You remember Tonya?”


  “How could I forget?” Bunny’s long-time girlfriend Tonya also looked good. Why wouldn’t she? She was five ten, with curves out to here. Her tan looked real. Her legs and arms were nicely defined, and currently she sported copper, auburn and burgundy highlights in her shoulder length dark bob.


  Tonya had been in court for each of Bunny’s hearings: Bail Court, Plea Court, Trial. Radiating hope, trust and undying love. Tonya was a solid citizen. She had a good income from her small hair salon, The Cutting Remarque, and a recent college diploma in Business Admin. Tonya kept her figure trim, her customers happy, and paid her taxes, or at least some of them. Traditionally, Tonya posted bail for Bunny.


  Tonya was part of the reason Bunny never got convicted. But only part. Mainly, it was Bunny himself. The child of an alcoholic mother, father unknown, he’d been cursed with dyslexia, ADHD and a tendency toward unauthorized borrowing. He’d dropped out of school in Grade Ten. So what? He was still the best damn client ever. He lacked the anger and sense of entitlement of so many petty criminals. Plus he was the only guy I’d ever met who looked good in an orange jumpsuit from the Regional Detention Centre. Sure, over the years, he’d been charged with 138 burglaries, but no one’s perfect.


  Judges liked Bunny too. Next to him, the burgled homeowners and other witnesses appeared sleazy and capable of insurance fraud. Honourable police officers looked like bullies. In my opinion, Bunny Mayhew represented the best the Canadian criminal classes had to offer.


  Bunny squeezed Tonya’s hand. “Guess what, Camilla?”


  I hate guessing. “What?”


  “I’m going straight.”


  “Get away.”


  “It’s true,” said Tonya.


  “That’s great news. Quite a surprise. What brought this on?”


  Bunny looked shyly down at his feet.


  I said, “It seems like a major career change.”


  Bunny patted Tonya’s flat belly. “Gonna be a family soon, Camilla.”


  “Not that soon,” Tonya said.


  I didn’t ask how Bunny was going to get over his compulsion to liberate paintings and original bronzes. It would have seemed rude to mention it. I hoped Bunny and Tonya had a plan.


  “Show her your ring, babe.”


  Tonya lifted her finger and flashed a spectacular marquise diamond.


  My eyebrows lifted.


  Tonya frowned. “Bought and paid for. With after-tax money.”


  “Amazing.” Especially the bought and paid for and aftertax parts. “This is the best news I’ve had all week.”


  “Thanks, Camilla.” Bunny said.


  “I wish all three of you well.”


  Bunny blushed. “We’re thinking about getting married. Maybe next year. Right, babe?”


  “We owe you a lot,” Tonya said. “For keeping Bunny out of prison.”


  “But that was years ago.”


  “We never forgot what you did, Camilla,” Bunny said.


  Tonya said, “Come by the shop some time, and I’ll fix your hair.”


  Bunny gave Tonya an affectionate nuzzle. “She’s an artist. Aren’t you, babe? Tonya can do miracles.”


  As the short, dark, dumpy sister of three tall, elegant blondes, I take such comments in stride.


  Tonya glanced at her Gucci watch, possibly bought and paid for. “We’re going to be late.”


  “Coming, babe.”


  “Good luck,” I said.


  My black mood had lifted. I was still beaming when I opened the door to the office.


  Oh, did I say office? I must have meant voice mail hell.


  Two


  BEEP


  “Camilla? It’s Alvin. You’re probably in court, but when you get in, call. You have to change your mind and come with me and Violet. You don’t know what you’re missing. Watching the sun across the river. Looking down on the trees. Peace, tranquillity. There’s nothing else like this in the world. We’re saving a place for you for the dawn take-off tomorrow. By the way, I won’t be in the office today. I’m a bit under the weather.”


  BEEP


  “Ms. MacPhee? Violet Parnell here. Young Ferguson tells me you have misgivings about our most excellent outing. The lad deserves a bit of excitement to help him recover from his wretched summer. People don’t get over such grave problems quickly. You yourself are overworked of late, and long hours are taking a toll. Join us tomorrow. Carpe diem, Ms. MacPhee. You have nothing to fear but fear itself.”


  BEEP


  “Camilla? It’s Edwina, your sister, in case you have forgotten. Pick up. I said pick up, Missy. Don’t think you can get away with skipping the Labour Day activities at the lake again. This is a family tradition, and we expect you to attend. Alexa and Donalda feel exactly the same way. If Stan can forgive you for what happened to his Buick and Conn can overlook your stunts, which we all know caused him a huge amount of embarrassment with his fellow officers, the least you can do is show up and be civil. Need I add Daddy will be disappointed if you don’t come? We’re setting off at noon sharp. Today. Friday. We expect you for dinner at the cottage. Bring your manners.”


  BEEP


  “Camilla? Alvin again. Use your imagination! 150 hot air balloons rising together and floating across the river and over the city. It’s going to be awesome. Like a dream. We’re still holding on to a place for you. The balloon is a spectacular shade of candy-apple red. We need to confirm that you’re coming.”


  BEEP


  “Ms. MacPhee? Violet Parnell here. Would you be kind enough to come to my apartment, on the double? It’s a matter of some urgency.”


  BEEP


  “It’s Alvin. Holy shit, get over to Violet’s place. Fast.”


  
    * * *
  


  I shouted into Mrs. Parnell’s voice mail. “Mrs. P.? Is something wrong? Alvin? Are you there? What’s happening? I’ll get there as soon as I can.”


  After I left the message at Mrs. Parnell’s, I tried her cellphone. Nada. I tried Alvin’s. Ditto. The apartment super didn’t pick up. His voice mailbox was full. I tried calling a cab. The dispatcher snickered. Fifty minutes to an hour wait. Holiday weekend.


  
    * * *
  


  Bad scenarios played in my head. Mrs. Parnell was coming up to her eightieth birthday and had been using a walker for a couple of years for balance. She’s had a few shocks to her system and at least one trip to the ICU since she got to know me. Even though I knew she had the smarts to dial 911, I figured I’d better hustle. It’s a fifty-minute hike from downtown to our apartment building near the Champlain Bridge. That’s at the best of times, which this wasn’t.


  I hustled up toward Wellington, keeping an eye out for a cab. No joy. I figured it would be faster to walk. Of course, that was before I discovered my regular walking route home, the path along the Ottawa River, had been disrupted by some emergency behind the Parliament Buildings. Mounties redirected foot traffic on the path, and I had to push though a flock of confused tourists. The detour cost me an extra fifteen minutes.


  I was in a lather by the time I reached our building. Mrs. Parnell’s apartment is the second unit down from mine. I shot out of the elevator on the sixteenth floor and headed straight to her open door. I took a deep breath, wiped the sweat from my forehead, strode into her living room and swore.


  Mrs. Parnell was positioned in front of her oversized black leather club chair, holding a tumbler of Harvey’s Bristol Cream in her left hand and with her right, tracing a pattern in the air. As far as I could make out, she was in the middle of a dramatic re-enactment involving a crippled Allied reconnaissance plane and a nest of German snipers somewhere in the mountains of Northern Italy in late 1944. The smoke from her smouldering Benson & Hedges was part of the story. Lester and Pierre, Mrs. Parnell’s evil little lovebirds, shrieked in the background. Her custom-made titanium walker lay idle on the far side of the room.


  Alvin Ferguson perched on the matching leather sofa, leaning forward, listening. His entire bony body was caught up in the drama, eyes wide behind his cat’s-eye glasses. His beaky nose tracked the spiral of the imaginary plane, his ponytail flipped as he followed the arc of the snipers’ bullets. The sun glinting off his nine visible earrings added to the magic of the moment.


  “Against all the odds,” Mrs. Parnell said, “with only his pistol, the major fought his way through and single-handedly wiped out the entire nest of snipers. Of course, there was no dealing with him afterwards. Still, he reminds me a bit of you in a pinch, dear boy.”


  “Lord thundering Jesus, Violet, that’s one wicked story,” Alvin said.


  Mrs. Parnell nodded modestly.


  I cleared my throat.


  “Ms. MacPhee! We thought you’d never get here.”


  I narrowed my eyes. “What’s the emergency?”


  “Emergency?”


  “Yes. You both know goddam well you left me a message.”


  “I don’t believe we actually said it was an emergency,” Mrs. Parnell said after a long sip of Harvey’s.


  “You used the word urgency.”


  “Urgency, yes, but we had no desire to alarm you.”


  “No? Mind telling me why you didn’t answer your phone?”


  Mrs. Parnell turned to Alvin. “Did you hear the telephone, dear boy?”


  Alvin shook his head.


  I said, “Since you are sitting less than two feet from it, I find that hard to believe.”


  Mrs. Parnell made a conciliatory gesture with her sherry glass. “Perhaps you called while we were on the balcony observing some of our fellow balloonists.”


  Alvin said, “Yeah. I bet that was it.”


  Mrs. Parnell has a panoramic view of the Ottawa River and the Quebec shore on the other side. Even so, I wasn’t falling for the balcony bullshit. Ditto for their innocent looks. “Let’s see if I have this straight: there’s no emergency. Nor was there an emergency at the time you called. Would that be correct?” I used my courtroom manner, usually reserved for cross-examining sleazy witnesses.


  Alvin may be the bane of my work existence, but at least he had the grace to look abashed. That didn’t last long.


  “Sorry, Camilla. It’s been hard to get your attention lately. You’ve been so preoccupied.”


  “Really. That’s because I am up to my ass in alligators. You will remember, Alvin, the name of our enterprise is Justice for Victims. The way to ensure our clients have a hope of seeing justice is to be there when they need us. In court, if they’re facing a vicious cross-examination, such as happened today when you were, I believe you said, under the weather.”


  “Sheesh, Camilla. You don’t have to get your knickers in a twist.”


  “Not only are my knickers in a serious twist, but I am damp and sweaty and mad as hell. That would be because I raced, yes, that’s right, raced, from downtown Ottawa, because I was under the mistaken impression you had an emergency.”


  Alvin, cool and collected in his summer leathers, was prepared to brazen it out.


  Mrs. Parnell, on the other hand, showed her diplomatic side. “It slipped my mind that your troublesome vehicle was in the shop again, Ms. MacPhee. I regret the oversight. We wished to convey that time was of the essence. Muster the troops. Even more urgent, since it took you so long to get here. Young Ferguson and I must be at the field by seventeen hundred hours.”


  “If this was a trick to get me to go on that lunatic balloon ride, you can forget it.”


  “You wound me, Ms. MacPhee. We would never resort to such underhanded behaviour, would we, dear boy? But we do want to discuss something. Please sit down.”


  “I don’t feel like sitting down. I feel like taking a shower.”


  Mrs. Parnell picked up the sherry glass again. “Join us in a toast. Here’s to adventure!”


  I didn’t like the sound of that.


  “And comradeship,” she added. “One for all and all for one!.”


  “Depends,” I said.


  Alvin said, sitting back, “We respect the fact that you’re afraid to go up in the balloon.”


  “I’m not afraid.”


  “We pass this way but once, Ms. MacPhee. Our days are fleeting. Courage.”


  “Courage has nothing to do with it. The balloon experience just doesn’t interest me. And why do you need courage if it’s so safe?”


  “We all have our demons, Ms. MacPhee.”


  “I don’t have demons. And if I did, I wouldn’t be doing a goddam thing about them on the Labour Day weekend. I’m spending the next couple of days relaxing, getting the kinks out, and realizing I missed the best of the summer. So no relatives. No forced marches. No balloons.”


  “Understood. This won’t tie up much of your weekend, Ms. MacPhee.”


  “Look, if the two of you want to float hundreds of feet over bodies of water, clinging to a tiny wicker basket held up by an inflated piece of canvas and an open flame, you have my blessing.”


  “If you’d just listen, Camilla,” Alvin said.


  “I have been listening.” I sounded more peevish than usual, even to my own ears.


  “I understand your concern, Ms. MacPhee, but consider this. Three years ago, I rarely left this apartment. I was old and alone. I had come to believe my days of adventure were finished. My friends and colleagues were dead, my old pins unsteady, the days were long and the nights endless. I was safe but of no use to anyone. Then I met you and Young Ferguson, and now life is full of adventure. I wouldn’t retreat to my miserable former existence for anything.”


  I smiled noncommittally.


  “Ms. MacPhee. This will be a magnificent moment for Young Ferguson and for me as well. I do not know if I will get another chance such as this. I feel rejuvenated being airborne again. Even if you keep your feet on the ground, your participation would contribute greatly to the esprit de corps.”


  “Violet has never let you down, Camilla,” Alvin said.


  “I know that.”


  “Even when she ended up in intensive care.”


  I hate it when they turn up the guilt burner.


  “I get the point.”


  “Young Ferguson has always been there for you.” Mrs. P. inhaled deeply.


  “Frequently getting arrested while following your instructions,” Alvin said.


  “Yes, dear boy, that is true. Injured as well. And there was the loss of your home last summer.”


  “Hold on,” I said. “You can’t blame that on me. It wasn’t my family member whose life was in danger. I was the one helping out.


  “Not a question of blame, Ms. MacPhee. Merely making the point one can count on Young Ferguson, regardless.”


  I sank onto the other end of the leather sofa. Lester and Pierre ruffled their feathers and shrieked in triumph. “No balloons,” I said.


  “Accepted,” Mrs. Parnell said. “There is one other thing.”


  I closed my eyes and rubbed my temples. “What?”


  Mrs. Parnell said, “We want you to be our official photographer. To record the adventure, from the ground. I’ll get the aerial shots.”


  A couple of photos didn’t sound too demanding, although there were a few stumbling blocks. “I don’t have a camera.”


  “You can use one of mine, Ms. MacPhee. I have an auto focus digital. Nikon. You’ll have no trouble with it.”


  “We’re asking you to take pictures, not donate a kidney,” Alvin said. “You don’t have to invent excuses.”


  Mrs. Parnell laid a hand on his bony shoulder. “She needs time to reflect.”


  “She needs a certain cop from Sydney to call her soon, so she can stop being miserable.”


  Unfair! First of all, Sgt. Ray Deveau, of the Cape Breton Regional Police, was on a three-week intensive course somewhere else in Nova Scotia, away from his base in Sydney and apparently out of phone communication. Second, I did not need Ray Deveau or anyone else to call me. Third, it was none of their beeswax.


  “Onward and upward, Ms. MacPhee?”


  “Onward anyway,” I said. “Then will you leave me in peace for the rest of the weekend?”


  Mrs. Parnell said. “We’d better synchronize our watches. The first mass launch is this evening.”


  “Wait a minute. I still have to shower and eat and walk the dog, which Alvin should really be looking after, and feed the cat, which I believe is yours, Mrs. Parnell.”


  “You know my new landlord won’t let me keep Gussie,” Alvin said.


  I figured Gussie’s habit of stealing food and non-food objects, such as carrots, candles, smoked salmon, chewing gum and the subsequent impact on the dog’s digestion had figured into the landlord’s decision.


  Mrs. Parnell seemed ready for any objection. “The initial launch is going to be spectacular. We’d like a record of that. And as you are aware, the feline terrifies poor Lester and Pierre.”


  I heard a small but evil shriek of agreement from the lovebirds’ cage.


  “Whatever. The weekend traffic to Gatineau is going to be hellish.”


  “We’ll head over now,” Mrs. Parnell said. “As long as you’re there by seventeen hundred and thirty hours.”


  Oops. “I don’t have a car.”


  “Take mine. I’ll go with Young Ferguson.”


  “Your new Volvo?” Mrs. Parnell’s 1974 LTD had been handed down to Alvin.


  “Of course.”


  “You know the kind of bad vehicle karma I have. Remember Stan’s Buick? I’d feel better if it was something that couldn’t get wrecked.”


  “I insist, I shall ride ahead with Young Ferguson.”


  “But why don’t I take the LTD?”


  Alvin’s head jerked. “That’s my car now. You can’t just commandeer it without consultation.”


  “Ms. MacPhee, I fail to see your concern.”


  Alvin said, “It’s not like any of this is going to kill you.”


  Three


  Like so many things in life, it was a matter of split-second timing. But I had it all worked out. Sure, there’d been setbacks. For instance, dodging my po-faced new neighbour and his endless complaints about noise from my apartment. Closing the door in his face had put an end to that.


  I had to check my phone messages. Might be something urgent. I had a couple of “blocked number” calls. They might be from Ray Deveau, not that it mattered. But wouldn’t Ray have left a message?


  Okay, forget him. I had to feed Mrs. Parnell’s little calico cat and Gussie, my purely temporary dog, then take Gussie for a bit of quick relief in the park.


  Next, a shower and change of clothes were called for. I had a small box of Godiva chocolates left over from my birthday. They’d make a nice dinner. After that, take the camera and drive like hell for the Quebec side of the Ottawa River and the Festival des Montgolfières, as the balloon festival is officially called. First, I’d have to figure out which of the five bridges would be the least congested. Then snag a parking spot, figure out the French signs, track down the goddam candy-apple red balloon, snap a few shots and head home.


  I hadn’t counted on a couple of strangers hammering on my door as I dished out the Miss Meow and Waltham’s Geriatric Canine mix. People don’t just bang on the doors of sixteenth floor apartments. They’re supposed to be buzzed into the building. Gussie howled at every knock. I was steamed as I squinted through the peephole.


  Two unfamiliar uniformed police officers stood in front of my door. I wouldn’t win a popularity contest with the Ottawa cops, so what was this about?


  It’s hard to see through the peephole, so I attached the chain and opened the door a crack. They seemed nervous and unhappy. In my experience, cops are almost always unhappy and almost never nervous, so maybe it was wishful thinking.


  Working as a victim’s advocate, you learn it’s best not to let strange men into your home when you’re alone. Mind you, they wore uniforms, and they appeared clean-cut and apparently well-intentioned. Judging by their precise haircuts, bullet-proof vests and crisp shoulders, they were cops all right. Never mind. I’d had plenty of fuel for my distrust of humanity. A lot of badass types look respectable enough to take home to meet the folks. And how hard could it be to get your mitts on a couple of uniforms?


  “Camilla MacPhee?” the shorter officer said.


  “Yes.”


  “We’d like to speak to you.”


  I admit I was curious. “Why?”


  Gussie barked all through the answer.


  “We’d like to come in, ma’am.” At least that’s what I think he said.


  “Quiet, Gussie. What?”


  The tall one raised his voice. “It’s better if we come in.”


  “I’d like to know why.”


  Traffic ticket? Fund-raising? I had no idea.


  The shorter one rubbed his upper lip. “We need to speak to you in person.”


  “Speak,” I said. That set Gussie off again. “Not you, Gussie.”


  “It will be better if you let us in, ma’am.”


  “All right. Show me your ID.”


  “Can’t hear you with the dog barking.”


  “Be quiet, Gussie. Show me your ID cards.”


  The tall one flushed. He’d have to control that if he planned to move up in the police force.


  “It’s really hard to hear you. Can we please come in? It will make it easier.”


  The po-faced neighbour pounded on the wall. This gave Gussie a new focus.


  “Be quiet, Gussie. Your ID, please.”


  ID cards were pressed forward. Constable Mario Zaccotto and Constable Jason Yee. Looked official. Still, I could think of no reason for the police to seek me out. Whatever it was, given my history, I knew it would irritate the crap out of me. “Sorry, can you come back later? I’m in a rush.”


  “I’m afraid it’s important, ma’am.”


  I sighed. “Okay, give me five minutes. I need to get dressed.”


  You must comply reasonably with police requests if you want to hold on to your license to practice law. Anyway, I was mildly curious.


  My brother-in-law, Detective Sergeant Conn McCracken, answered his cell, even at the cottage. I was grateful he didn’t hang up, since he is still not speaking to me.


  “No lectures,” I said. “Just tell me why two uniforms are standing in front of my door. Constables Yee and Zaccotto respectively.”


  “How would I know? It’s officially the Labour Day weekend here at the lake.”


  “What a coincidence,” I said. “It is here too. That’s one reason I’m wondering about these guys. I figure it’s not about the dog tags.”


  “Why don’t you ask them?”


  “I’m ahead of you there, Conn. They’ll tell me why I need to let them in after I let them in. Is this some kind of harassment to do with Mombourquette?”


  “You’re a fine one to talk about harassment. If it wasn’t for you and your crazy schemes, Lennie, who is one of the most dedicated officers, twenty-nine years on the force, coming up on retirement, wouldn’t be getting put through the SIU meat grinder.”


  “It wasn’t my fault, and you know it. Anyway, he did the right thing, and he had no choice.”


  McCracken said, “I’m hanging up now.”


  “I know you’re pissed about Mombourquette, but is that any reason not to answer a simple question?”


  “You’re a pain in the ass, Camilla. Call the station.”


  “Oh, sure. Press One to get lost. Press Two to sit on hold forever.”


  “Goodbye, Camilla.”


  I played the wife card. “Alexa will find out for me. Put her on the phone.”


  He caved. “I’ll get back to you.”


  At least I knew Yee and Zaccotto weren’t there to give me bad news about the family. No one had drowned in the outhouse or blown the gas barbecue sky high. That was good.


  Why else would the cops want to talk to me?


  Four


  I hate being dusty and sweaty. I calculated I had time to have a speedy shower and hop into clean clothes before McCracken called me back. I was still damp but dressed when the phone rang.


  “Better let them in,” he said. “They’ll talk. You listen.”


  I was surprised to find them still in the hallway when I opened the door. Zaccotto shifted from foot to foot. Yee gave him a look.


  “Sorry it took a while,” I said. They didn’t waste time. I closed the door behind them and heard the lock click into place. “It’s been a bit crazy here.”


  Zaccotto looked around the living room. “I can see that,” he said.


  Yee shot him another look.


  “You officers on some kind of housekeeping inspection?”


  If they had been, I would have been ticketed for sure. It’s a beige, basic and functional apartment at the best of times. The best of times was before Gussie. Today he had scattered a couple of blankets, pushed his food and water around and tossed grubby, saliva-covered squeaky toys far and wide. He’d also eaten through most of the Yellow Pages. He’d knocked over my prickly cactus but didn’t appear to have eaten that. Not bad for a day’s work. Mrs. Parnell’s calico cat could be charged with leaving excessive hair in three colours on my old Ikea sofa.


  I could be cited for leaving two weeks worth of unread newspapers in piles around the living room. I might get away with the stacks of case files. They stood in neat towers at one end of the dining table. On the other hand, the documents from several other dossiers were sprawled at the far end. Through the open door of my bedroom you could see the overflowing hamper and the unmade bed. My three sisters would have had synchronized cardiac arrests.


  Except for coffee cups in the sink, the kitchen would pass inspection, since I hadn’t had much time to eat that week.


  Of course, they were there on police business. I didn’t think uniforms would be involved in the SIU investigation into Mombourquette, and although it was possible I was being called back for another interview, this seemed a peculiar way to make the request. I had a sudden thought. “It’s nothing to do with theft of library books, is it? I’m not taking the heat for that. You can talk to Mr. Alvin Ferguson.”


  God help them, they blinked.


  “Please sit down, ma’am. This is important,” Yee said. Zaccotto smiled sadly.


  I plunked myself in the middle of the sofa to discourage company. They each reoriented a dining room chair and sat.


  Gussie and Mrs. Parnell’s cat took up defensive positions.


  Yee had a piece of paper in his hand and a bead of sweat on his downy upper lip. Zaccotto looked more relaxed, but then he wasn’t in charge of talking. I broke first. “So what can I do for you?”


  Yee said, “I am afraid we have some bad news.” Even from where I sat, I could see the beads of sweat had spread to his forehead.


  Yee tried again. “I’m afraid there’s been an accident.”


  The little calico cat went flying as I jumped to my feet. “I told them to stay out of those goddam balloons.”


  Yee said, “What?”


  “Is Mrs. Parnell okay?”


  Yee said, “Who?”


  “Violet Parnell, my neighbour.”


  He frowned. “I don’t know anything about a Mrs. Parnell.”


  “Alvin! I knew that LTD was a deathtrap.”


  “Alvin?” Zaccotto said.


  “Alvin Ferguson. My office assistant. Has something happened to him?” I found myself standing, despite the tremor in my knees. Things always happen to Mrs. Parnell and Alvin.


  “Please let us finish,” Yee said. “Ma’am.”


  Gussie barked. The new neighbour thumped on the wall.


  Yee took a deep breath. “I am sorry to inform you that Laura Brown died today.”


  It was my turn to say, “Who?”


  Yee blinked. Zaccotto blinked too. I imagine I blinked along with them.


  “Laura Lynette Brown.”


  “Laura Lynette Brown?”


  Zaccotto raised his chin. “Yes, ma’am.”


  “Dead?”


  “Yes. Sorry, ma’am.”


  I thought hard. Laura Lynette Brown. Not a friend. Not a relative. Not a client. I knew a Laura Brown from my Carleton University years. A pleasant and attractive woman with a luminous smile. I ran into her several times a year. She’d flash the smile. We’d make vague remarks about getting together for lunch. Lunch never happened. Maybe that’s who they meant. But why tell me?


  “That’s terrible, but I hardly know Laura Brown. I didn’t even know her middle name was Lynette. If it’s even the same Laura Brown.”


  Again with the looks. Yee glanced down at his sheet of paper, looked up again and said, “We have you as next-of-kin.”


  “Next-of-kin? Oh, I get it. Must be some other Camilla MacPhee.”


  “No mistake, ma’am. Yours is the address given. Is this your telephone number?” He held out the sheet of paper.


  I stared at my telephone number. Because of the nature of my work, I do not give out my address, even to clients. My telephone’s unlisted. Clients get my cell number but not my home number.


  “Well, it doesn’t matter what your papers say. It’s still a mistake.”


  “Doesn’t look like a mistake, ma’am.”


  “If Laura’s dead, her family needs to know.”


  “We have no information about them, ma’am. Do you have an address?”


  “No. I don’t know them.”


  “But we have you listed as . . .”


  “I am not the right person. I run into Laura every couple of months, tops. We’re not even friends, just old acquaintances from university. So you see, you’ve got me mixed up with someone else.”


  Yee’s lips were just the tiniest bit pursed. He wouldn’t have been long out of university himself. “Do you know where her family might be?”


  “No clue. Wait. She used to make a joke about being from a small town in the middle of nowhere.”


  “So you don’t recall the name of the town?”


  “Somewhere in Ontario, I’m pretty sure. We took classes together in 1986, so I can’t recall details. I’m surprised I remember about the small town. Started with C, I believe.”


  Yee wrote down something. C perhaps.


  Zaccotto was unable to contain himself. “Carleton Place?”


  “I don’t think so.”


  “Caledon?”


  “No.”


  “Collingwood?”


  “Maybe it started with G. I’ll let you know if it comes back to me.”


  “G?” said Zaccotto. “Georgian Bay?”


  Yee said, “If she put your name as next-of-kin, it could mean her relatives are all dead.”


  “Still must be someone closer than me.”


  “Apparently not, ma’am.”


  “Okay, I guess we’ll get to the bottom of it. How did Laura die?”


  “We don’t have the full results. But our information is that she slipped down the escarpment behind the Supreme Court Building.”


  “Behind the Supreme Court? She fell? What a terrible thing to happen.”


  “Yes, ma’am.”


  “Was that this afternoon? There was a lot of disruption on the bike path about an hour ago.”


  “Yes. It takes a while for them to get the scene processed.”


  “I didn’t know you could go right to the edge of the escarpment there. I always thought it was fenced.”


  “According to witnesses, Ms. Brown climbed over the fence.”


  “What a strange thing to do. It doesn’t make sense.”


  “No, ma’am.”


  “Laura Brown was sensible.” I tried to block out the image of how she would look after bouncing off rocks for a hundred feet.


  “Our information is that she may have lost consciousness once she got behind the fence.”


  “Do you know why?”


  Zaccotto said, “I don’t want to say anything until the autopsy. They’ll let you know the results. As next-of-kin.”


  “You’re sitting here telling me she’s dead, that she climbed over a restrictive fence and then passed out.”


  Yee said. “She was diabetic. Possibly that would account for it.”


  “Really?” I sank back onto the sofa.


  Yee watched me carefully. “You must have known she was diabetic.”


  “No. I didn’t.”


  Zaccotto’s brow furrowed. “But you were her next-of-kin.”


  I may have raised my voice at this point. “I was not her next-of-kin. I don’t care what it says. I am not related to her. I don’t even know where she lives. I only ran into her in this one restaurant every couple of months. Really, that’s it.”


  Zaccotto cleared his throat.


  “Hold on,” I said. “How do you know she was diabetic?”


  Zaccotto said, “She had a MedicAlert bracelet.”


  Yee said. “We called them. They had your name too.”


  “What?”


  “Yes, ma’am. You were listed as Personal Emergency Contact,” Zaccotto said, giving Yee a break. “This address and telephone number plus one for your office. Justice for Victims, right?”


  “Wait a minute, you said my name too. You mean there’s someone else?”


  “No. I meant you were also listed on the information card in her wallet. It said next-of-kin there. We can show you,” Yee said.


  I said, “This will turn out to be a clerical error.”


  “One more item,” Zaccotto said.


  I was ahead of them. “Oh, no.”


  Yee said, “We will need you to identify the body.”


  Five


  I’m not that crazy about the morgue. I made the point again. “It should be a member of her family.”


  Yee stuck to his guns. “You are listed as the contact in case of . . .”


  “I hear you. My point is that Laura must have some family members who will be pretty upset if someone else IDs her. You have to make every effort to contact them.”


  “We’ll work with you on that,” said Yee, cagily. “But before we contact them, we need the body identified. It will speed things up.”


  “Come on, guys. Maybe it’s not even Laura Brown. This is all so bizarre, I wouldn’t be surprised.”


  “Then you would inform us the individual was not Laura Brown, and we would pursue her identity through the proper channels.”


  I felt a new throb in my temples. Whatever the circumstances, there was something horrible about leaving a person in the morgue waiting for ID because of a clerical screw-up.


  And if the person wasn’t Laura, at least some other family would be informed early rather than late.


  “Fine. I’ll do it. But we have to walk the dog first.”


  
    * * *
  


  I took Mrs. Parnell’s Volvo to the hospital. I didn’t like the idea of sitting in the back seat of a cruiser. Too many of my former legal aid clients had been there. Yee and Zaccotto stopped the cruiser in the entryway. I found a parking spot and walked back. They waited for me to catch up. As we headed into the bowels of the hospital, they walked slowly but, even so, I found myself lagging on the endless stretch of corridor. My heart had already started to thud. Once you’ve identified your husband on a stainless steel tray, even six years later, the route to the morgue will be intensely disturbing. In recent months, I thought I’d come to grips with Paul’s death, but in front of the door to the morgue, I struggled with old images.


  Any emotional upheaval triggers my father’s voice in my head. A lifetime of aphorisms and advice. “MacPhees are not afraid to do the right thing. No matter what the cost.”


  I took a deep breath. I had forgotten about the chemical smell and how it can kick-start memories. Images flooded my brain, shattered bone, jagged slash against a pale lifeless cheek, hands that could never hold or be held again.


  “Are you okay, ma’am?” Yee said.


  “Fine.” I wasn’t fine, but that was none of their goddam business. I wanted to run like hell for home, crawl into the unmade bed and wail.


  Yee and Zaccotto waited.


  “You’re awful white. You aren’t going to pass out, are you?” Zaccotto said.


  My father’s voice said, “When faced with a hard task, get it over with.”


  I braced my shoulders and instructed myself not to think of Paul. I followed the officers through the door.


  I hated the harsh lighting, I didn’t find the stainless stylish, and I didn’t even wish to speculate about the background noises.


  Two minutes later, the attendant slid the body toward me. The attendant lifted the sheet. Her hair was out of sight, her right cheek bruised and scratched.


  I nodded. “Yes.”


  Laura Brown’s luminous smile was gone.


  
    * * *
  


  I don’t know what felt stranger, the contrast of the bright sun after the morgue, or the fact I was walking out holding a small stack of Laura Lynette Brown’s possessions. Of my few memories of Laura, she was usually sitting in the sun. Now she’d never see it again.


  Her fanny pack contained a house key and wallet. A few pieces of ID, no credit cards. Nothing else. I saw for myself where Laura had carefully hand-printed my name and address, in green ink, right down to the apartment number and postal code. Why would she specify next-of-kin anyway? I didn’t have my next-of-kin noted anywhere. Even your passport just asks for emergency contact. It was too weird for words.


  The two constables were still walking with me.


  I said, “May I ask you not to release her name until I locate her family? I wouldn’t want them to hear it on the news.”


  Not a problem, apparently. They promised to follow up on that.


  As Zaccotto and Yee sped off in their cruiser, I headed for the Volvo. The sight of it, still unscathed, was at least a relief. I climbed in and turned on my cellphone.


  It rang immediately.


  I was actually hoping it would be a “blocked number” call, but no such luck. Instead it was Alvin, calling from the balloon.


  I held the phone away from my ear, but not far enough to drown out his words.


  When the tirade died down, I said, “Are you finished, Alvin? Because contrary to your suggestion, I had a good reason for missing the launch, and it was not just to make people miserable. I was identifying a friend at the morgue.


  “Come on, Alvin, I am not making that up. Why are you acting like such a jerk lately?


  “No, I don’t believe I am the most self-centred person ever born. Nor is it true I don’t have a friend left in the entire world because no one can count on me. Is Mrs. Parnell there? I’d like to talk to her, if you’re quite finished raving.


  “Well, the same to you, Alvin.”


  I turned off the cellphone after that.


  Even if Ray Deveau did manage to call, who had time to talk? I needed to track down a goddam candy-apple red balloon.


  
    * * *
  


  There wasn’t a single balloon in the evening sky at eight-thirty when I finally gave up. I couldn’t figure out where Alvin and Mrs. Parnell had drifted. They could have been miles down the Rideau River or half-way up the Ottawa. Or in the Gatineau Hills. Even back in Mrs. Parnell’s living room swilling sherry.


  Plus, I still wasn’t any closer to understanding the Laura Brown situation.


  Life was definitely not a bowl of cherries. On the other hand, since I did have Mrs. Parnell’s Volvo at my disposal, since I was tense and jumpy after my visit to the morgue, and since I had pretty well lost my appetite, I figured I might as well check out Laura’s place. It was bound to shed some light on her life. Something would point to her parents or friends. I could hand over the fanny pack, the ID and keys along with the responsibility of being next-of-kin.


  Laura Brown had lived in the Glebe. No surprise there. She would have fit perfectly in this affluent, tree-lined neighbourhood, home to professionals, coffee shops and quirky boutiques. The area was still sprinkled with enough students, artists and musicians to keep it interesting and funky. And it was close enough to walk to Parliament Hill but far enough not to notice.


  Laura’s address was a few blocks from Bank Street on Third Avenue. I found a small, attractive infill single with the distinctive touches of a local architect. I glanced around the street, hoping to find someone to talk to.


  It was before nine on a Friday night. In the Glebe, I would have expected lots of neighbours puttering in gardens, strolling slowly along the sidewalk, chatting in small groups. But I saw no one.


  The key opened the front door, no problem. The problem arrived with the shriek of the alarm. Within a minute, a telephone rang nearby. Lucky for me, the phone was close to the foyer. Thank God, someone was calling Laura.


  “Yes?” I was slightly out of breath as I shot into the living room to pick up the receiver.


  “Pronto Security. We have a report of an alarm going off in your residence.”


  “Thank you. Can you turn it off?”


  “Are you the homeowner?”


  I said. “Not exactly.”


  “Do you know your code?”


  “Can’t say that I do.”


  “Do you have an access card?”


  “An access card?”


  “Are you listed as having access to the house?”


  I raised my voice. “Probably not. It’s hard to hear with the noise.”


  “Where is the homeowner?”


  “She’s dead.”


  “Dead? Are you the police?”


  “No. Turn off the alarm.”


  “Do you know her mother’s maiden name?”


  “Of course not. Please turn this thing off.”


  “Sorry, can’t do that.”


  “Look, I’m a lawyer.” Well, I’m still a lawyer when it suits me, which it did at that moment. “Laura Brown has died, and I can’t waste time.”


  “Nice try,” he said. “Are the police there yet, or do you want to make a run for it?”


  “I think that’s them now.”


  I stepped back out to the front porch, carrying the portable receiver. The alarm was a loud one, very effective, the type that gets folks in an upscale area engaged. The previously invisible neighbours were already gathering. A cluster of people were actually advancing toward the house.


  “I didn’t see a sign that said premises protected by anybody,” I said, peevishly.


  “That’s the idea,” the dispatcher said. “The element of surprise.”


  “Well, I’m surprised. Hang on,” I said and waited for a chance to explain to the police how I was the next-of-kin but didn’t know about the alarm, the alarm code, the homeowner’s mother’s maiden name or anything else.


  As the first squad cars converged on the house, roof lights flashing, I stepped toward them. Two young officers, a male and a female, got out, leaving the doors open.


  “Hi,” I said. “You’re not going to believe this.”


  I was right.


  After a longish time, they reached Yee and Zaccotto on the radio and confirmed my right to enter Laura Brown’s home.


  My inner lawyer knew this was not as clear-cut as Yee and Zaccotto thought, but I kept that to myself.


  The officers entered the house.


  “Maybe you should talk to the security company,” I said, as yet another cruiser pulled onto the street. Neighbours continued to spill from their houses. We now had an audience three deep.


  The female officer was young, black and brisk. She dealt with the security company, spelling out my name among other things.


  “They need to know your birthday,” she said.


  “August 10th,” I said. I’d turned thirty-six, and the less said about that the better.


  “August 10th. Good. And your mother’s maiden name?”


  “Are you kidding me?”


  “Do I look like the kidding type?” she said.


  “MacDonald,” I said. “M-A-C.”


  “MacDonald,” she repeated. “M-A-C.”


  Three seconds later, she punched in a code and finally, blessedly, the alarm stopped.


  “Thank you,” I said.


  “No problem. They had your details on file.”


  “What?”


  “They have you listed as an authorized person. But you should have had your access card on you. Could have saved all this trouble.”


  “No one ever sent me an access card for the security system.” Of course, compared to not mentioning I was next-of-kin, it seemed a minor oversight.


  “Not our problem. Better arrange to get your card from them,” the cop said, handing me the receiver.


  I gave my particulars to the dispatcher.


  “That it?” he said.


  “How about a new code? Can you give me one?”


  “You just select a four digit number and key it in.”


  “You don’t give it to me?”


  “No. You’re the only one who knows it. That’s why you have to remember it. Four numbers. Something you won’t forget. Not 1111, and not your birthday either. Key it in now.”


  “That’s all?”


  “You key it in once. You key it in again to make sure it’s the same. I’ll confirm. Then all you got to do is use it when you leave, then you key it in again when you come back. Easy.”


  I picked 1986. The year I’d met Laura Brown. I was troubled. How and why had Laura gone to the trouble to find out my mother’s maiden name?


  “We’ll send you an access card. Call the 1-800-number on the alarm box. Write it down and keep it with you.”


  The cop waited until I finished.


  “This call’s going to cost you sixty bucks for a false alarm. You’ll get a bill.”


  That was truly the least of my problems.


  Six


  Laura Brown’s place was cosy and well-ordered. It was full of suede cushions, silky throws and the kind of upholstery you sink into with a book. Laura must have done that often. I found four historical novels scattered around, each with a bookmark, indicating she hadn’t finished. A couple of recent CanLit bestsellers in hardcover editions were stacked on the coffee table.


  Laura’s colours: copper, warm yellow, woodsy brown, dominated the decor. Every room had potpourri with a pleasant green apple scent. I’d become more aware of these important details since my sister, Alexa, had started dragging me through model homes.


  That’s how I knew the kitchen was a showpiece. The Chinese red accent wall warmed the room, and black granite counters screamed big bucks. The stainless steel appliances might have been chic, but they still creeped me out. I kept my mind off the morgue and headed upstairs. In the linen closet, I found Egyptian cotton sheets, including some still in their packaging, next to stacks of white towels.


  Laura’s home had everything. Flat screen television, air-conditioning, central vac. Some lovely moody watercolours on the walls. Originals.


  No sign of a home computer though, and I’d thought I was the last person without one. Even Alvin had his laptop. Mrs. Parnell had a computer system and two laptops.


  Speaking of Mrs. P., she would have approved of the high-end sound system. She loves Bose. Laura’s taste ran to light classical, jazz and easy listening. I found a half-finished knitting project in a covered basket near the sound system.


  But I didn’t find a single photo, not even one of herself. No diplomas. Not a letter or memento. Not a message held by a fridge magnet.


  After a serious search, I found bank statements in a portable file box in the upstairs den closet. The monthly statements from her broker were included. She had one hell of a portfolio. I now had the name of her bank and her account numbers for chequing and savings. There was nothing much of interest in the statement. Debit purchases at clothing stores and restaurants, mostly Maisie’s Eatery, the popular new spot where I’d run into her the last few times.


  Most of her bills were on direct debit. Hydro, phone and gas records had been neatly placed in labelled household files. There was not one long distance call on any phone bill.


  I went through the small file box hoping to find her passport and with it her place of birth. No deal.


  I did find two envelopes. The first, marked “Emergency”, held three new-looking one hundred dollar bills. The second was in a legal-sized envelope from Barkhow, Delaney and Zolf. It held Laura Brown’s will. Good news. If you don’t mention your relatives and friends in your will, where do you mention them?


  Laura’s will was crisp and to the point.


  She left all of her worldly belongings to Camilla MacPhee. Frederick Delaney was named as the executor. It goes without saying that the office of Barkhow, Delaney and Zolf was closed for the weekend. I dialled the number anyway and left a message for Delaney, leaving my name, home and cell numbers.


  That was all I needed. To be the sole heir of someone I hardly knew. To make matters worse, Laura had made no bequests, no mention of anyone else, and no charitable donations. Nothing.


  I stuck the small envelope with the cash into my canvas backpack for safekeeping. I rolled the envelope containing the will to make it fit and shoved that in too.


  Next stop was the master bedroom closet. A nice selection of flowing summer dresses in copper, yellow and apple green. A collection of linen separates that I could never afford. Two halter dresses. And the regular assortment of slacks, jeans, cotton sweaters, plus two pairs of Birkenstocks, the footwear of choice in the Glebe.


  What had I expected? It was an elegant yet practical wardrobe for any fortyish successful woman. Nothing unusual. I kept going. The bed was made, although not to my sisters’ standards. I dropped to all fours and peered under it. Waste of time.


  I straightened up and asked myself why I spent so much time looking under other people’s beds. My sisters were always saying I needed a hobby. I hoped this wasn’t going to be it. I flicked on the clock radio and found it set to Oldies 1310. “Stand By Me” was playing.


  Laura had been neat but not compulsive. Her home was comfortable and welcoming, even if something seemed missing. It was several grown-up housekeeping steps ahead of mine.


  Laura’s reading taste ran to popular magazines. She had baskets full of those and a shelf lined with mass market editions of historical novels. Her bedside table held a hardcover copy of One Man’s Justice by Thomas R. Berger, and three more historical novels. I’d been meaning to pick up a copy of the Berger book, since I was an admirer of the man. I figured Laura wouldn’t mind if I took it, being next-of-kin and all.


  There’s no way to check out someone’s medicine cabinet without feeling sleazy. The cabinet yielded nothing of interest, unless you count high-end moisturizer and an apricot face masque. No over the counter medications. I was looking for prescriptions. Something with the name of her pharmacist and doctor. Anything that might get us a step closer to knowing something, anything about Laura Brown. There were no prescriptions. Not a single outdated antibiotic container, nothing for allergies or migraines. No birth control.


  The rest of the bathroom was equally unremarkable. A damp towel hung slightly askew on the towel rack. The sink was clean but not sparkling, same for the tub and shower. A couple of strawberry-scented bath-bombs waited on the side of the tub. An electric toothbrush sat on the vanity. A hair dryer with a big diffuser hung from a hook. Could have been anyone’s bathroom.


  I’d learned nothing about Laura’s friends and family when I headed back to the kitchen.


  I forced myself to open the stainless steel door of the fridge. As I expected, I found food—a half-filled bag of skim milk, a container of orange juice, a chunk of cheese repackaged in a Ziploc bag, some leftover roast chicken. All neatly arranged. A large supply of condiments, including three kinds of Dijon mustard, and two jars of fiery salsa, plus salmon fillets, asparagus, a salad that looked like arugula, a tub of mascarpone cheese and an array of other cheeses. And honey. No chocolate anywhere.


  Lots of ice cubes in the freezer.


  The pantry held canned soups, jars of red peppers, a few dietetic jams and no sweets whatsoever, except for a large package of Splenda.


  She had a serious collection of cookbooks, including several on cooking for one. Two Lucy Waverman cookbooks that I recognized from my sister’s kitchen sat next to Bon Appetit Weekend Entertaining. A couple of pieces of paper marked recipes. I opened them to see if anything interesting fell out. Nothing did.


  A list on the counter said:


  Salmon Fillets


  Asparagus


  Arugula


  Chunk Parmigiano Reggiano


  Balsamic Vinegar


  Mascarpone


  Figs


  Every item on the list had a check mark next to it. Laura already had a nice selection of moderate to high-priced wines, nothing flashy. Heavy on the Australian Shiraz, but with some Italian and French pinot noir too. A bottle of Fat Bastard stood on the glass bistro table, with a stainless steel bartender style corkscrew lying next to it.


  Looked to me like Laura had picked up the ingredients for a special dinner. But for whom? She obviously hadn’t had it at the time of her death, because the ingredients were all still in the fridge.


  With luck, if I persevered and learned the name of her guest, I might find out something more about her. I just hoped it wasn’t some new acquaintance.


  The basement was down a fairly steep set of plain wooden stairs. On the side ledge, Laura had organized her cleaning supplies, easy access, yet out of sight. The vacuum hose was wound around a hook on a pegboard and hung alongside a broom, mop and a long-handled feather duster. Neat but not prissy.


  A quick peek in the basement storage area revealed cross-country skis, solid but not top of the line. No skates. A rack with a bicycle. One swimming noodle. A pair of flippers. A pair of well broken-in hiking boots. A tennis racquet and a squash racquet.


  She had obviously liked sports. But she must have biked with someone, skied with someone, hiked with someone. Who would have only one swimming noodle?


  The basement storage connected to a neat, empty garage.


  I headed back upstairs.


  The magazines were ordinary enough. Maclean’s, Canadian House and Home, Style at Home, Walrus. The previous week’s New York Times Magazine.


  I found no clue about where Laura worked. Everything about her lifestyle indicated she was some kind of professional. But everyone has something from their place of business. A Health Insurance form. A T-shirt. A mug. Or some kind of a file. I chugged back to the second floor to recheck her T-shirts. None of them had logos.


  Back downstairs to hunt for mugs.


  At least I was getting some exercise.


  The dining area had a fashionable dark wood streamlined table and a Zen-looking sideboard. The table was set for two with fashionable pale green china and sleek silverware on cream linen placemats with contrasting napkins. A trio of creamy orchids sat in the middle as a centrepiece. Slender wine and water glasses flanked each place-setting, confirming my special dinner theory.


  Back in the kitchen, the cupboards held dishes for four, in a pumpkin colour, with matching cups and mugs. I peered in the depths of the cupboard. Not a single mug with a letter or graphic on it. I pulled one of the bistro chairs over and climbed up on it. I squinted at the far corners of the top cabinets, the place I always hide junk, such as undesirable Christmas presents. The corner looked empty. I stuck my hand in anyway. I netted two mugs. One said Ottawa printed over an image of the Canadian flag. The other said Toronto, printed over an image of the CN tower.


  Okay, forget that.


  I climbed down and decided to have a look at the phone. Laura had a couple of the high-end ones, the type that showed your last ninety-nine callers if you pressed the down arrow. Except for the security company call, only six calls were recorded. The date for three was July 14th. More than six weeks earlier. One on July 13th and two on the 15th. As far as I could tell, no one else had called Laura Brown.


  The six calls had come from “Unknown name. Unknown number”. Was that the guest she’d invited? Someone from out of town? No way to know.


  Of course, I realized the unknown name thing was no more mysterious than a cellphone not on the Bell system. Maybe someone choosing to block calls. Maybe a telemarketer. A glance at the times of the calls made me reconsider that. Telemarketers favour dinner hour. These calls had come during the day and evening.


  I had nothing left to check but the garbage. Upstairs to the bathroom, the smart little mesh wastebasket was empty.


  Fine.


  While I was up there, I checked the small den on the same floor. Nothing.


  Laura had a stacked washer and dryer. Front loading, Energy Star. I peered through the glass. Both machines were empty. The wastepaper basket held two dryer sheets.


  On the main floor, the only garbage can was in the kitchen. It was empty too; a pristine white kitchen garbage bag lined the can. Nice fresh lemony smell too. No paper of any kind. No container or wrapper that gave out any information.


  I tried the back entrance, where a large garbage can and both blue and black recycling containers stood. All empty. I lifted them, just in case something had slipped underneath.


  Nothing had.


  What were the chances that the garbage and recycling were collected on Friday morning in this neighbourhood, and Laura hadn’t been home since?


  I’d just have to find out.


  Feeling rather foolish, I checked in each of the stainless canisters on the counter. The flour and sugar contained flour and sugar. The tea and coffee contained tea and coffee. I found that irritating.


  As a last resort, I opened the drawer in the hall console. I picked up the telephone book and flipped to the Bs.


  No listing for Brown, Laura, L. or L.L. at that address. Or any other address.


  I took one last look around Laura Brown’s lovely home. It stood in sharp contrast to the dwellings of most of my clients. As far as I could tell, Laura Brown had everything she could have wanted until she took that last walk.


  I collected my new book, set the alarm with my access code and slunk off toward the Volvo.


  I didn’t get far.


  Seven


  It was nearly eleven and, although it was Friday night, the street was empty once again, except for Laura’s neighbour to the left. He was standing alone, clearly visible in the glow of the street light. He was an attractive man, late forties, early fifties, with close-cropped salt and pepper hair, blue eyes behind pricey looking rimless glasses. He wore a short-sleeved taupe golf shirt, although the temperature had fallen, and there was enough of a nip in the air to make me wish I’d worn a sweater. He stood on the sidewalk, staring at his immaculate front garden, scratching his head. The head-scratching seemed to be brought on by a selection of mums in nursery pots.


  His garden had the look of a professional design, profuse, yet precisely planned, with just the teensiest suggestion of goose-stepping storm troopers. I could hear a woman’s voice from inside the three-storey brick house. “Stop obsessing, plant your wretched mums on Sunday. We have to get up early tomorrow, in case you’ve forgotten.”


  “You know I like to do things right,” he said. I caught the implication that others came up short in the doing things right department. He didn’t make that comment loud enough to be heard more than two feet away.


  “Hello,” I said, fishing out my best smile.


  “I’m trying for a lively, jaunty mood this fall,” he said. “I can’t just have them stuck in straight lines. Can I?”


  Like I cared. “Good point,” I said.


  “Gardening’s an art form, really. The harmony of the whole.” I assumed he was seeking support for his position.


  “You bet,” I said.


  “I don’t want to be up all night,” the woman inside the house said. She had a voice that carried.


  “My name is Camilla MacPhee,” I said. “Did you know your neighbour, Laura Brown, well?”


  “Laura Brown?” he said.


  “Yes, the woman in this house right there.” I pointed to the house he had just watched me leave.


  He shook his head.


  “She’s your next-door neighbour.”


  “Brown,” he said. “Is that her name?”


  “Has she been here long?”


  He shrugged. “A couple of years, I guess. My wife might know.”


  A silver-haired woman with amazing cheek bones stuck her head out the door. “Now,” she said. She looked like she meant business.


  “The woman next door, dear, have you met her yet?” he asked.


  “Why?” she said.


  He turned to me. “What did you say her name was?”


  “Laura Brown.” These people had a BMW parked in their driveway. You’d think they could have purchased a few brains.


  “This . . . um . . . person was asking.” He turned back to the tricky matter of arranging the mums.


  His wife stepped out onto the veranda.


  “I am inquiring,” I said, pleasantly, “whether you had met Laura Brown, your next-door neighbour.”


  “And you are?”


  “Camilla MacPhee.” That didn’t seem to be enough. “I’m a lawyer,” I said, stepping up to the veranda and extending my hand. “Mrs . . . ?”


  She didn’t volunteer her name. “May I ask what your interest is in my neighbour?”


  “She’s had an accident.”


  “Oh.” That took her by surprise. I wondered what she’d been expecting.


  “Do you know her well?”


  “Hardly at all. Sometimes make a remark about the weather, that kind of thing. I don’t think we’d ever introduced ourselves.”


  “But you saw her?”


  “Yes, I see her coming and going. Is she all right?”


  “I’m afraid not. This seems like a friendly neighbourhood, and I’m hoping someone can help us find her relatives.”


  “That sounds serious.”


  “She was killed in a fall today.” I figured this woman could take it on the chin.


  Her hand shot to her mouth. “That’s dreadful.”


  “Yes,” I said.


  “I don’t think I can help you much.”


  “Did she know anyone else on the street, do you think?”


  “She kept to herself. Wasn’t one to socialize. I don’t think she really was friendly with anyone, you know, beyond a smile and a hello.” She paused. “But, of course, I don’t know that for sure. You’d probably be better off to ask around. Although, it’s a bit late now.” She glanced at a small watch. I thought I spotted the flash of diamonds.


  “Right. I’ll try tomorrow.”


  “And it’s Labour Day weekend. Lots going on, people are at their cottages.”


  “Did you ever see people coming and going? Friends? Boyfriends?”


  “We have better things to do than spy on our neighbours.”


  I said, “I’m sure you do, but the houses on this street are quite close. Did you notice if she had regular visitors?”


  “I don’t believe I ever saw anyone come or go. Just her. Laura Brown, you said?”


  “Do you have any idea where Laura worked?”


  “None. As I said, we never spoke about anything. I used to see her walking back from downtown in the evenings. I assume she was returning from work, because she’d have on a nice suit and pair of running shoes. That’s such an awful look, don’t you think? It always sticks in my mind. And usually people who are dressed like that are coming back from offices. I can’t imagine what they’re thinking.”


  As someone who regularly walked to work in business clothes and running shoes, I bit back my comment.


  “What about seeing regular delivery people at her house? Anyone like that? Cars parked in front?”


  She shook her head. “We’re not home all that much. We’re busy. Concerts and community commitments. And the garden, lest I forget.”


  “Did you ever see her outside the neighbourhood? At a concert or anything?”


  She paused, apparently thinking. “No. Not that I recall. It’s a shame, isn’t it? Such a nice-looking woman. Obviously doing well for herself, they don’t give these houses away. Or those cars.”


  “What cars?” I said.


  “Well, her car. She drove an Acura Integra. Brand new. Black.”


  “Where did she park it?”


  She flashed me a look calculated to reset my self-esteem to a lower level. “In her garage. Where else?”


  There was no car parked in the garage now. I hadn’t noticed any car payments in the bank statement, but then I hadn’t been looking for them. There hadn’t been a car registration or insurance certificate in her fanny pack, but lots of people kept those in the glove compartment. But now I had something concrete to speak to the police about. Wherever Laura’s car was, it shouldn’t take them long to track it down.


  I dug into my shoulder bag and fished out a business card. “If you remember seeing her or seeing anyone here, give me a call.”


  “But surely you’ll be able to track down her family without too much trouble?”


  “Not so far,” I said.


  “There must be information in the house.”


  “Nope. One more thing, what day is your garbage collected?”


  “I don’t see what difference it makes, but they pick it up on Tuesday mornings. James. In the house. Now.”


  By the time I made it back to the sidewalk, she had separated her reluctant husband from his mums, and they’d vanished through the door. And I had something else to think about.


  Aside from the missing car, the fact that Laura had created no garbage for three days and the creepy lack of personal information, there was something else wrong in Laura’s house, something out of whack, but damned if I could figure out what it was.


  Eight


  I was ready to drop when I got home. And I still had a purely temporary dog requiring recreation. The routine went like this: take the elevator down sixteen floors, walk to the park, poop, scoop, walk back from the park, elevator up, repeat as needed. I might have been bushed, but Mrs. Parnell was ready to party. She whipped open the door of her apartment as I dragged myself past with Gussie on the way to the park. There was no sign of Alvin, which was good news.


  “Ms. MacPhee,” she said. “There you are!”


  Apologies don’t come naturally to me, and many people have suggested I need a bit of practice.


  “Sorry I let you down about the pictures of the take-off, Mrs. P., but I didn’t have much choice. I had to identify the body of an old school friend. Apparently she named me nextof-kin. I’m not sure if Alvin passed on that information. I was glad to have the Volvo. I drove around trying to spot your red balloon, but all the balloons were gone by then.”


  “Of course, you did what you had to do. When duty calls, one must obey.”


  That was a relief. Or it was up to the point where she headed down the hall to my place. By the time I’d returned with Gussie, Mrs. Parnell had settled in for a chat. She made a production of filling two juice glasses to the brim with Harvey’s Bristol Cream. She handed one to me.


  I supposed a little sherry couldn’t hurt.


  “Give me a minute,” I said. I wanted to leave a message for Constable Yee and a matching one for Constable Zaccotto to see if Laura’s Acura had shown up anywhere. I knew they’d probably gone off duty at eleven, but they’d get on it when they could.


  Mrs. Parnell waited cheerfully. As soon as I put down the phone, she raised her glass in a salute and settled onto my sofa to light a Benson & Hedges. “Death is never easy. But when you have seen as many bodies as I have, Ms. MacPhee, you develop a certain sang-froid.”


  I couldn’t imagine my sang getting any more froid, and I sure didn’t need a couple of hours reliving Mrs. Parnell’s World War II adventures.


  I tossed back a bit of the sherry. “I’m glad you understand.”


  “And don’t worry about Young Ferguson. Don’t take his outburst to heart. He is young and sometimes hot-headed.”


  “Right. I hope you had fun.”


  “An altogether first-rate experience. We found ourselves well down the Rideau in record time. Left some of those other chaps in the dust, so to speak. Excellent pilot.”


  “I’ll take some shots tomorrow.”


  “Splendid. I think the dawn launch will be even more dramatic,” she said.


  I put the drink down with a splash. “The dawn launch?”


  “0600 hours. I think we’ll be fine if we get to the field by 0530. We’ll pick up Young Ferguson first. If you decide to come along for the ride with us, we’ll dragoon someone else into taking the photos.”


  “Thanks. I’ll just stay on the ground,” I said.


  “As you wish. But to return to your problem, was this a close friend? Something unexpected?”


  “Not a close friend. I’m not sure what’s going on. But I have to locate her family quickly so they can arrange the services and all of that. Otherwise, I’ll have to make decisions about what to do with her body after the autopsy. She can’t stay in the morgue. I don’t think funeral homes can just put you in storage either. I have to do something.”


  “Indeed, highest priority,” Mrs. P. said, raising her glass again. “Bottoms up.”


  “Right.”


  Mrs. Parnell paused. “Did you have an address for her?”


  “Yes, and the keys to her house. She lived on Third Avenue in the Glebe. I spent the evening searching, but I haven’t found anything that might lead me to a member of her family. Or even friends. I have to keep hunting.”


  “That’s the spirit, Ms. MacPhee. By the way, I am sure Young Ferguson will send his condolences on your loss.”


  “I liked her well enough, but it’s not really my loss. Even so, I can’t say I’m looking forward to telling people that she’s dead.”


  “I don’t blame you. There will be people who cared about her deeply.”


  “For sure,” I said. “Somewhere.”


  Mrs. Parnell’s eyes gleamed. “Let me know if you need assistance.”


  “Thanks, Mrs. P., I’ll be fine.”


  “Tell me about your friend,” Mrs. Parnell said.


  “Not much to tell. I met her in university. We were in a special social issues reading course together and a couple of other classes, and we worked on a project.”


  “Yes,” said Mrs. P. encouragingly.


  “We worked well together. She was strategic and organized. I was young and passionate about justice. We aced the project with not too much effort, and the course finished. End of story.”


  “Did you become friends afterwards?”


  “No.”


  “You didn’t care for her?”


  “She was a really pleasant person. She was about ten years older, I was just eighteen. We didn’t really have much in common.”


  Mrs. Parnell snorted. “I’m forty-four years older than you. But who’s counting.”


  “I guess you’re right. Ten years can make a big difference in university, though. I had plenty of friends, and I was seeing Paul. We just never hung out together.”


  “You never saw her again?”


  “Sure. This is Ottawa, after all, you run into people. Over the years, I’d see her at a concert or a movie. Lately, it’s been in restaurants. We’d say hi, nice to see you, we must get in touch, that kind of thing. I never called her, and she never called me. I meant to. I guess she did too.”


  Mrs. P.’s eyebrows remained high. “When did you last see her?”


  “Maybe early August. I saw her a few of times this summer at Maisie’s Eatery. That’s a new restaurant and spa in the market. Mostly female clientele. Before she left the restaurant, she stopped to talk to me. Both times.”


  “Was she alone?”


  “No. She lunched with different women. I didn’t really get a good look at them.”


  “What did you talk about?”


  “Nothing much. Pleasant chit-chat about this and that. A minute or two. She said she was doing well.”


  “Doing well at what?”


  “She didn’t say.”


  “And you didn’t ask?”


  “The conversations just didn’t go that way. Funny, she had a great laugh. And she was smart as all hell. I think if she’d been in the next office, I would have had coffee with her, stuff like that. But it never happened.”


  “And you didn’t recognize the women?”


  “I didn’t know them, and just because of the way we were positioned I suppose, she didn’t introduce them. They seemed like friends. Could have been clients or co-workers. It didn’t matter to me until today.”


  “You must have been important to her if she named you as next-of-kin.”


  “Not only that, but she named me as her heir. I found the will at her house. How weird is that?”


  “Curiouser and curiouser. And you had no idea.”


  “None.”


  “In my experience, young women want to talk about their boyfriends or husbands. Did she mention anyone?”


  “I wish she had. I would have followed up tonight.”


  “Was she attractive?”


  “Yes, not beautiful but very nice looking, well put together, lovely skin and a lot of lovely auburn hair. She was on the curvy side of medium. She’d put on a few pounds over the years, and who hasn’t. She had an absolutely luminous smile. She just lit up. My guess is she was single from choice.”


  “I thought if she had a gentleman friend, he might know something about the family.”


  “I never remember her having a boyfriend. Lots of guys were interested in her in university. She was quite beautiful back then. They used to hang around panting, but she just brushed them off. At the time, I thought they all seemed too young for her. Even her neighbours hadn’t seen anyone coming or going.”


  “Oh, well. Did Laura ask about you?”


  “A couple of years ago, she mentioned she hadn’t heard about Paul. She was sorry to learn he’d died. Laura always knew how to say the right things. She asked about Justice for Victims. She said she’d read stuff in the papers. That’s always a bit embarrassing for me.”


  “That’s it?”


  “Believe me, I’ve been trying to relive every encounter. All I have is a couple of pleasant chance meetings with a nice person. Nothing about next-of-kin, nothing about wills.”


  “Perhaps I am wrong, but is it not the custom for women today to exchange business cards?”


  “Come to think of it, I gave her mine the last time I bumped into her. She dropped it in her purse. She said she’d call me for lunch.”


  “And did you get hers?”


  “She said she’d just run out. Not that it mattered. She said she’d call me. Oh, wait a minute. That’s it.”


  “What’s what, Ms. MacPhee?”


  “She dropped the business card into her purse.”


  “Hardly unusual.”


  “That’s what was out of whack at Laura’s home.”


  Mrs. P. raised one eyebrow.


  “Her purse.” I said it more to myself than to her.


  “What about it?”


  “There wasn’t one.”


  “Perhaps it was with her at the time of the accident.”


  “I don’t think so. I was given her personal effects at the morgue, and there was a fanny pack, but no purse.”


  “Hmmm,” said Mrs. P., drawing deeply on her cigarette.


  “Of course, it could be in her car, wherever that is. She might have left it there for safekeeping when she went for her walk.”


  “You’ll find that out when the officers return your call tomorrow. And as next-of-kin, you’ll have access to that car.”


  “I’ll probably have to pay the parking tickets for it, the way things are going. But even if she did leave a purse in the car, she must have had more than one. I’m not the girliest of girls, and I usually just carry my backpack, but I still have a couple of handbags.”


  “I don’t, Ms. MacPhee. Never got used to being tied down like that. Basic supplies, that’s all.”


  I let that one go. “I’m thinking back. One time when I ran into her in the restaurant this summer, she had one of those slouchy leather shoulder bags. I noticed, because at the time my sisters kept telling me they were hot items, and they were pressuring me to go to Holt Renfrew and get one. Like that was going to happen.”


  “Aha.”


  “But the last time I saw her, she dropped the business card into a small, structured bag, looked like alligator or something. My sisters are always chattering about handbags, so it stuck in my mind. So my point is, there should have been at least two purses in Laura’s house.”


  “And I gather you didn’t find them when you searched the house.”


  “Bingo.”


  “Certainly that is odd. But perhaps they got damaged, or she tired of them and gave them away. I have seen young women with leather carriers slung on their backs, looking quite rakish, might I add.”


  “Point taken, but these were stylish and expensive handbags. Plus she had nothing aside from the fanny pack they gave me at the morgue. And if she had given them away, she would have bought something nice to go with her wardrobe.”


  “I see.”


  “Glad to hear it, Mrs. P., because I don’t see. If she has people in her life, where the hell are they? I’m betting if we find the purse, there’ll be something to help us track her down.”


  Mrs. Parnell loves digging for details. She wouldn’t mind the “us” part either. Right up her alley, in fact.


  “Maybe the police can give me some answers in the morning,” I said.


  “Don’t worry about it until then. Would you like your drink topped up? Help you relax.”


  I covered my glass fast, before she could slosh in any more Bristol Cream. I needed my wits about me.


  Mrs. Parnell shrugged. “Suit yourself. Get a good sleep, Ms. MacPhee. Shall we reconnoitre at Young Ferguson’s new place? He’ll give us tea.”


  “So early?” I squeaked. I find Alvin’s interior decor mind-bending at the best of times. Think nightmare theme park. I couldn’t imagine walking through his door at dawn. “Can’t we just meet him at the field?”


  “Perhaps you are correct. I’ll let him know. So we’ll be at the launch site at 0530. Up, up and away.”


  
    * * *
  


  Maybe that should have been up, up and awake.


  I jerked back to consciousness at three in the morning, dislodging Mrs. Parnell’s cat and giving Gussie a serious fright.


  “Don’t bark,” I whispered.


  Gussie hadn’t yet fully grasped the concept of “don’t.”


  Ten seconds later, I recognized the familiar thump on the wall.


  “Shhh. Quiet, and I’ll give you a treat,” I whispered.


  Gussie does understand the word “treat”. I could tell by the tone of his next bark.


  Again the thump on the wall. I thought about thumping back, but reason prevailed. I got up, found a couple of milkbones and returned to bed. I lay there, listening to Gussie crunch, then snore, and the cat purr. I would have preferred to be crunching, purring or even snoring myself but, in addition to the missing handbags, something else was bothering me. There must have been hundreds of students who’d come into contact with Laura Brown when we were at Carleton. Why couldn’t I think of any names?


  That’s when the light went on.


  Of course. The girl who knew everybody. Miss Congeniality. The one and only Elaine Ekstein.


  Nine


  I figured Elaine might be awake too. She was always puttering around all hours of the night, painting lampshades, stringing sequins, decoupaging cigar boxes. That’s one of the nice things about obsessives: they don’t relax even when they’re not working.


  Plus, even when she has the odd weekend off from her job as executive director of Women Against Violence Everywhere (WAVE), Elaine is unable to refuse help to anyone who asks. I didn’t think twice about dialling her number.


  Turned out I was wrong about the awake part. I let her phone ring four times, and when she didn’t answer, I hung up. I remembered how hard it was to wake her up when she does go to sleep. That was dumb. Since I really needed to leave her a message, I dialled again. Elaine fumbled the phone on the third ring.


  “It’s me,” I said. “Just need a bit of information.”


  “Holy moly, what time is it?”


  “Latish.”


  “It’s three-thirty in the morning. What’s wrong? Are you in the hospital?”


  “No.”


  “Jail?”


  “Sorry, Elaine, were you sleeping?”


  “Sheesh.” It’s not like Elaine to sound grumpy. Wacky yes. Grumpy, no. I guess I’d just caught her at a weak moment.


  “Well, I didn’t realize it was quite so late.”


  “Can you call me back in the morning?”


  “Listen, you make your living rescuing people in distress, battered women, abused children, anyone with a problem. Are you telling me you only take calls during business hours?”


  “Don’t be ridiculous. But there’s a big difference between outside of business hours and three-thirty in the morning. Whatever you want, it can wait. And I mean wait until after ten in the morning.” She hung up. That was not at all like her. I figured that, in her sleepy state, she’d dropped the phone.


  Since it really couldn’t wait, I called back. How many times had I bailed her out when one of her clients needed a quick off-the-record legal opinion? I’d like to say Elaine’s not quite so impulsive when she gets arrested herself, but in truth, she’s always pretty much the same. If you’re in a real pickle, she’s there for you. She obviously didn’t realize that this constituted a pickle.


  Yet.


  She answered on the fifth ring.


  “Elaine. Quick question.”


  Long sigh.


  “You remember Laura Brown from Carleton?”


  “If I answer your inexplicable question, will you promise not to wake me up again?”


  “Sure.” Unless, of course, it was necessary.


  “Yes, I remember Laura Brown. What about her?”


  “She’s dead.”


  “Did you say dead?”


  “I did.”


  “Oh no, Camilla, that’s awful.”


  “Yup.”


  “You’re sure it’s the same Laura Brown we knew at Carleton?”


  “I’m sure.”


  “What happened to her? Car accident or something?”


  “No. Do you remember how you met?”


  “Gosh, I don’t know. We were probably in a class together. Or maybe the pub. Is that important? Had she been ill?” Elaine isn’t one simply to accept information.


  “No, apparently she fell.”


  “Fell?”


  “Off that escarpment behind the Supreme Court of Canada.”


  “Holy moly.”


  “The police are saying it was an accident.”


  Like me, Elaine is no fan of the police. “Mmm. The police. Listen, I didn’t know you were friends with Laura. Mind telling me why it’s so important to you at three-thirty in the morning?”


  “Long story, but I’m the next-of-kin.”


  “Oh, you are not next-of-kin.”


  “Am.”


  “You’ve never even mentioned seeing Laura Brown since Carleton.”


  I decided not to mention the will at this point. “Trust me. And I’m just as surprised as you are. It’s unsettling, and I would like to get the whole thing over with. I need to check out a couple of facts for my peace of mind. Then we can both go back to sleep.”


  “Well, I can’t go back to sleep now. I’m wide awake.”


  “Okay, so who else might have known her?”


  “You can’t really expect me to remember that right off the bat.”


  “Why not? You never forget anything or anyone.”


  “Let me think. She must have known a lot of people, but she kept to herself. Remember?”


  “Exactly. I also remember her walking around with one other woman, but I can’t remember her name. I’m grasping at straws here, but I really need to find someone who might know how to reach Laura’s relatives.”


  “Check the house.”


  “Done. I combed through the whole place thoroughly and didn’t find a single thing.”


  “That’s so weird.”


  “Tell me about it. Do you remember where she came from? I remember she said it was a small town some place here in Ontario. I thought it began with a C.”


  “Really? I always had the impression she was American.”


  “American? No, I’m sure she told me Ontario.”


  “My mistake. Calaboogie?”


  “No.”


  “Clayton?”


  “Uh-uh.”


  “Crow Lake?”


  “Sorry.”


  “Okay, I’ll try to figure out some names. But now, maybe I’ll just go back to sleep.”


  “Thanks, Elaine. I’ll talk to you in the morning. I know, not before ten.”


  “I’d say any time, but I’m afraid you’d take me up on it.”


  “Hey! What are friends for?” I said.


  
    * * *
  


  Maybe Elaine went back to sleep, but I couldn’t. For some reason, I was hungry. I couldn’t really remember the last time I’d had anything aside from coffee and Harvey’s Bristol Cream.


  I headed for the fridge, although there’s never all that much to eat in mine. Not like Laura’s. I thought back to the orange juice, the milk, the chicken and vegetables.


  I stood staring at a container of margarine and two open cans of pet food lit by my fridge light. There were still a couple of bottles of Moosehead left over from Ray Deveau’s last visit. I picked up a small cappuccino yogurt with a best before date of June 1.


  I could feel Gussie’s hot breath on the back of my knees and the swish of Mrs. Parnell’s cat’s tail on my ankles.


  “Go back to bed,” I said. I found the box of Godiva chocolates and took them out to the balcony. It was nippy enough to need a blanket. I watched the crescent moon hang over the glittering river. I enjoyed the fact that no one was bugging me. Gussie and the cat snuggled up, but that didn’t count as bugging.


  “There’s always something to be thankful for,” my father used to say. I was thankful for pets and for chocolate. Laura probably hadn’t been able to indulge much in that.


  Wait a minute.


  That was it. If Laura Brown had been diabetic, where was her insulin?


  Ten


  The trouble with having a brainwave is you need to confer about it. I don’t know much about diabetics and their requirements. The only person who might know was Elaine Ekstein. Since she was already slightly pissed off at me, I figured I couldn’t make things worse. I called.


  “Elaine. Does your brother take insulin?”


  I didn’t hear anything like an answer. After a while I said, “Hello?”


  “What?”


  “Eddie, your brother, doesn’t he take insulin?”


  “Oh, that’s why you woke me up again. I understand now why you couldn’t wait until the morning. Yes, he does, thanks for asking. Goodnight. The phone will be off the hook from now on, Camilla. I hope you don’t find that too terribly inconvenient.”


  “Come on. Where does he keep his insulin? Isn’t it in little vials? Doesn’t he need to take it everyday?”


  “Are you crazy?”


  “Apparently Laura Brown was diabetic.”


  “I didn’t know that, and I don’t see what it has to do with anything.”


  “She had a MedicAlert bracelet.”


  “Oh. Did the diabetes have anything to do with her fall? Did she lapse into a coma or something?”


  “Maybe. The police suggested it. Anyway, so if you don’t mind answering a question or two . . .”


  “What choice do I have?”


  “Where does Eddie keep his insulin?”


  “In the fridge.”


  “Would he have a supply of it at any time?”


  “Always. Naturally.”


  “What do you mean, naturally?”


  “He’s hardly going to take a chance with insulin, is he?”


  “Right. But he must run out sometimes. Get too busy at the office and forget to pick up a new supply.”


  “I can’t imagine a diabetic who’d let themselves run out of insulin. You’d have to have a death wish.”


  “Okay, Elaine. I’ll let you go now.”


  “Sure, now that I’m up. Why are you asking these peculiar questions? Didn’t Laura have any insulin?”


  “I don’t remember seeing any in her fridge. But maybe I’m wrong.”


  “I hope you are wrong, because if you’re not, there’s something fishy.”


  Of course, I already knew that. Okay, it was time to face facts. In the wee hours, I couldn’t do much to find out what was going on. Particularly troubling, since I now had this insulin thing to fret over.


  “Thanks, Elaine,” I said. “Let’s try to get some sleep now.”


  
    * * *
  


  My own attempt to get back to sleep was less than successful. I tried my usual approach when I can’t sleep because my head is whirling with a problem. I got up and read the newspapers. I had enough of them. Even the apartment building newsletter and the West End News were there to take my mind off things.


  I skimmed the Ottawa Citizen and the Globe and Mail. When I really need to relax, I focus on the items that have nothing to do with social issues. I read stuff I don’t care about. I read the fashion section, the homes section, even the cooking section. I read a detailed piece on installing your own insulation, and another one on dealing with mold in basements. Soon, I felt a pleasant grogginess stealing over me.


  Unfortunately, just as my eyes started to get heavy, I noticed an item by my sometime friend, P.J. Lynch. Apparently, in one of the late summer tragedies, a number of cats in the nation’s capital had been taking refuge in their neighbours’ garages or basements. There was no harm done unless the neighbours headed off for holidays. Several beloved family pets had ended up dead of heat or starvation in empty houses. P.J. had done heartbreaking justice to the story.


  I picked up Mrs. Parnell’s calico cat and gave her a little stroke. “Now do you see why you have to stay in the apartment?”


  The thump of Gussie’s tail meant more strokes were called for. I gave Gussie a couple of reassuring pats.


  “You too, Gussie.”


  Mrs. Parnell’s cat, sensing that Gussie was getting ahead in the attention game, slid up my chest and rubbed her head under my chin.


  “You’re right,” I said. “It is a good thing that P.J. Lynch, star police reporter and occasional political pundit, is looking after your interests and keeping an eye on issues of importance to the feline community. Smaller minds, however, might suggest P.J.’s star has fallen at the Citizen.”


  Gussie leapt onto the sofa and snuggled in. The cat wasn’t going to get all the action.


  “Too bad P.J.’s not talking to us,” I said. “Otherwise we could find out how he feels about these assignments.”


  They both had drifted back to sleep. They weren’t pleased when I woke them up to go back to bed.


  Half an hour later, I was no closer to dreamland. The cat story hadn’t helped.


  I lay back and summed up what I knew.


  Laura might have slipped into a diabetic coma. But if she was diabetic, why did I have no recollection of seeing insulin in her fridge or anywhere else, including the fanny pack?


  Maybe I was being silly. Maybe she was now on some other form of treatment. A transplant or a patch or something.


  I could ask her doctor about this, but there had been no indication of who her physician was and how to find out. Not a prescription, not a note. Not an agenda with appointments listed.


  Her doctor would be on record at MedicAlert, but even if I got the name in the morning, what were the chances that the doctor would be around that weekend? By Tuesday, I’d be a wreck.


  I was beginning to conclude that someone had scooped out every identifying feature of Laura’s existence. Had that someone taken Laura’s insulin too? Why? Or did I just not know enough to recognize it? The most important question was, if someone had taken the insulin, was it before or after Laura died?


  I could see where the answer might make a big difference.


  Gussie and the little calico cat didn’t like it much when I tossed and turned. And I was definitely outnumbered.


  Finally, I got out of bed and slipped into jeans and a light fleece jacket. There was only one way to find out.


  
    * * *
  


  It was just short of four-thirty on Saturday morning when I slid Mrs. Parnell’s Volvo into the driveway on Third Avenue and let myself into Laura Brown’s house again. I keyed in my code, 1986, and held my breath.


  No alarm sounded. But the red light hadn’t been flashing. I guessed that I hadn’t quite got the hang of the instructions from the security company. I hate gadgets.


  The house was deliciously cool. Laura Brown had liked her luxuries.


  As so-called next-of-kin, should I have been turning off the air conditioner? I left the lights off. There was enough brightness from the street lamp to see. The kitchen end of the house was softly visible. Someone at the neighbours’ house must have had trouble sleeping. Their lights were on.


  I headed right for the fridge. It seemed just as I had left it. I moved the container of milk. Nothing. I moved the container of OJ and checked. More nothing.


  Very peculiar. It gave me an idea. I decided to call another person who I knew for sure would be up and around, erstwhile reporter, P.J. Lynch. Just because someone’s really mad at you doesn’t mean you no longer remember their cellphone number.


  “P.J.,” I said cheerfully.


  “Who is this?” he said.


  “It’s me.”


  “Goodbye, Camilla.”


  “Your choice. But I got a story for you.”


  “I’ve heard that before.”


  “And didn’t you end up with stories?”


  “Yeah. And getting arrested and you not being much help.”


  “Put the past behind you and move on.”


  P. J. sighed.


  “Fine,” I said. “If you’re not interested. Bye.”


  “Okay, Tiger, what’s the scoop?”


  I was heartened by that. P.J. hadn’t called me Tiger for a while. Maybe he was getting over my perceived betrayal.


  “Well, it’s about a woman who . . . hang on a second, will you? I heard something odd. I just want to check it out.


  “Don’t put me on hold. I’m in the middle of a story.”


  “Who are you kidding? Your deadline’s long gone. We both know you’re sitting there watching infomercials. Don’t be so impatient. I’m not putting you on hold. I’m just walking to check something. I’ve got the phone in my hand.” I figured it was just my imagination acting up in a strange house. The air conditioning was still humming, probably that. But what if someone’s favourite feline was stuck there in the garage? With Laura gone, it would be dead before anyone found it. I didn’t plan to come back soon.


  “Call me when you’re finished. I’m really busy,” P.J. bleated from the cellphone.


  “Don’t you give a hoot about the welfare of animals?”


  “What are you talking about?


  “Cats trapped in vacant houses. Ring a bell?”


  “That’s cruel, even for you, Tiger.”


  “What do you mean, cruel? I’m serious. It’s not why I called, but just keep your shirt on until I check out this noise. Then I’ll give you the scoop on the woman without a history.”


  I knew he wouldn’t hang up after that. I clutched the phone and moved toward the stairs to the basement. I opened the door and peered down into the darkness.


  I didn’t plan to go downstairs and check. I’ve seen way too many teen horror movies for that.


  “Here, kitty kitty,” I said.


  “What?” P.J. squawked from the phone.


  No kitties emerged.


  The nice thing about an alarm system is that you know you are alone in a house. The not-so-nice thing is you might not be correct. I felt rather than saw the movement from the dining room. I had no time to turn around fully before the impact of the blow between my shoulder blades pushed me forward. The phone shot out of my hand and bounced down the stairs. I grabbed for the walls, trying for anything to stop my fall. I connected with the vacuum hose, which slid off the hook and rattled down the stairs. I howled as I tumbled through the dark after it.


  The only image in my mind was the concrete floor below. The impact when I hit the bottom put an end to that.


  Eleven


  I opened my eyes to see a familiar paramedic. I didn’t remember which of my many recent disasters he’d shown up for.


  “Have we met before?” I said.


  Apparently this wasn’t all that intelligible.


  “Try not to move until we check you out, ma’am.” I closed my eyes again. I liked the sound of his voice, soothing yet uplifting, like ice cream. Mint chocolate chip.


  That voice was an appealing contrast to the sounds of my three sisters fussing in the background. What were they doing here? Where was here?


  I said, “Is it a cliché to ask, where am I?”


  “You’re at the bottom of a staircase in the basement of someone else’s house in the middle of the night giving everyone you know heart attacks, Missy. That’s where you are.”


  Ah, Edwina. Always one to stab a manicured nail into the real issue.


  For some reason, there were two of her. And two of Alexa and Donalda. I didn’t see any of my father. Two Mrs. Parnells stood close by, hunched near the wall and smoking a couple of Benson & Hedges. It was possible they stood next to some Alvins, but I couldn’t be quite sure. It hurt to turn my head.


  “Try not to move,” the mint chocolate chip voice said.


  Meanwhile, Edwina was warming up for a rant.


  “Save me,” I whispered to Mrs. Parnell. All I got was smoke rings. Quite a lot of them.


  “Ladies,” the paramedic said, “you’ll have to move off. We need quiet and light. And we don’t want the patient upset. That goes for you too, gentlemen.”


  I spotted two P.J.s lurking in the corner, next to the two gas furnaces. Four policemen were making notes in matching notebooks.


  “I repeat, you’ll have to clear the area.” The paramedic sounded like he meant business.


  Edwina grumbled. “Of course, let’s not upset her. She can scare us out of our wits, so we can drive an hour into town in the middle of the night, and that’s all right.”


  A slight scuffling ensued. Alexa said, “Come on. You can give her hell later.”


  “Sure, rough me up when there are no witnesses,” I mumbled.


  A cloud of sisters ascended the staircase, followed by a pair of P.J.s. The Alvins’ ponytails flicked out of sight along with them.


  The paramedic had less success with Mrs. Parnell.


  “I am equal parts disabled and litigious,” she muttered darkly. “And I had more than enough trouble getting down here.”


  “Let her stay,” I said. “Believe it or not, she’s a force for good.” I did not add that she was only seriously disabled when it was in her interest.


  The paramedic went back to tapping my toes and shining lights in my eyes.


  “Will I make it?” I said, pleased to note my words were actually intelligible.


  He stopped peering into my brain and smiled a chocolate sauce kind of smile. “We have to stop meeting this way.”


  “No argument here,” I said.


  
    * * *
  


  Lucky me, the emergency room was quiet. My injuries were judged to be minor, but as we were dealing with a head trauma, I was X-rayed and examined without too much delay. “Let’s see. Mild concussion, some bad bruising, cuts, possible sprained wrist. This isn’t the first time I’ve seen you for a concussion, is it?” The emergency room physician also looked familiar. He stifled a yawn.


  He was tall, dark and handsome and spoke with a Newfoundland accent.


  I read his name tag. Dr. Abdullah Hasheem. I was glad he’d mentioned seeing me before. I had started to think all doctors looked alike.


  “Mild concussion you said the last time. I haven’t been here for ages.” That was the best I could come up with.


  “Then you know the drill. Watch out for dizziness, enlarged pupils, sudden headaches, changes in vision. Mood swings. That kind of thing. Have a quiet weekend. Give your head time to get back to normal. No sports, no vigorous activity.”


  “Not a problem.”


  Magic words, I guess. I was pronounced too fit for the hospital and released faster than you can say toss her down the stairs.


  
    * * *
  


  Back in my apartment, Gussie and Mrs. Parnell’s cat welcomed me with nervous sympathy and kisses. My sisters bustled about, making tea. They don’t do sympathy. No wonder the animals were on edge.


  Having the girls on the premises was not good news. They’d interrupted their weekend, and I’d racked up yet another pile of psychological debts which I had no intention of repaying.


  “Doesn’t she ever clean this place?” That was Donalda from the kitchen. “Do you think there’s any bleach, or is that too much to ask?” The swish of water followed, then the scent of citrus.


  Edwina was whipping the sheets off my bed, although Alexa had already raced her to the washing machine with the contents of the hamper. Not one to admit defeat, Edwina snatched up the various piles of newspapers and made off with them down to the recycling room near the elevator. So what? With the shape my head was in, I couldn’t read anyway. Plus, the only time my place ever got a really good cleaning was when I got injured. Maybe there was a better way to keep on top of the chores.


  My head buzzed a bit as I turned to Mrs. Parnell. I was grateful her many interests did not include housework. “How did you find me, Mrs. P.?”


  “You can thank our young Mr. Lynch.”


  “P.J. called you? But I didn’t tell him where I was. Oh, I get it. Did the alarm go off?”


  “Apparently, you made quite a racket falling down those stairs. Screamed your head off. An alarm was unnecessary.”


  “Did the neighbours hear? Their lights were on.”


  “No, our Mr. Lynch heard your terrified shrieks and hotfooted it to your apartment looking for you.”


  “Terrified shrieks?”


  “A direct quote.”


  “Hmm. He came here? I guess I didn’t tell him I wasn’t calling from home.”


  “I could not help overhear him hammering on your door.”


  “Ah.” If you don’t sleep much and keep your door open on the off chance the neighbours will do something interesting, occasionally you’ll hit the jackpot. Not a complaint. This wasn’t the first time Mrs. Parnell’s curiosity had worked in my favour.


  P. J., who had been loitering palely, broke in. “Lucky for you, Mrs. Parnell was able to let me in.”


  “But I wasn’t here. How did you find me?”


  “Technology, Ms. MacPhee.”


  “We checked the callers on your phone to see if there was a clue there,” P.J. said.


  “There wasn’t,” I said.


  “But there was. Perseverance. Cardinal rule,” Mrs. Parnell said.


  “Violet pressed ‘Last Call Redial’,” P.J. said.


  Mrs. Parnell looked suitably modest. “We were fortunate enough to reach Ms. Ekstein.”


  I said, “You mean her phone wasn’t off the hook?”


  “No, but what a mouth on her,” P J. said, “worse than yours. That’s one woman who shouldn’t get behind on her sleep.”


  “But Elaine didn’t know where I was going either.”


  Mrs. Parnell tapped the side of her head. “Using the old noggin, Ms. MacPhee. Once Ms. Ekstein stopped shouting, we were able to ask her why you had called.”


  “She kept going on about insulin. And refrigerators,” P.J. said.


  “All of which was in reference to your recently departed friend. Ms. Ekstein seems to have taken umbrage at your nocturnal calls,” Mrs. Parnell said, happily lighting a Benson & Hedges.


  “Violet put two and two together and remembered you had been concerned about something in this Laura Brown’s house.”


  “But you didn’t know where it was.”


  P.J. said, “You’d mentioned she lived on Third Avenue so we hopped into my car, since Violet’s was not where she parked it, and we were off to the Glebe.”


  Oops. I’d borrowed the Volvo.


  “We drove down Third until she spotted her car parked in a driveway. We deduced that was it.”


  “How did you manage to get into Laura’s house, Mrs. P.?”


  P.J. answered for her. “We hammered on the door. When you didn’t open up, we called the cops. Then we just opened the door.”


  “Just opened it? But I left it locked.”


  P.J. seemed to be in an exceptionally good mood. I thought I knew why. “You’ll get a great story out of this, won’t you? Local lawyer attacked in vacant house. ‘Ghosts in The Glebe’. A little something for the comeback trail to get you out of pet story hell.”


  “I think I can get a better hook than that.”


  “I can give you a hook. That’s why I called you. The hook is Laura Brown.”


  Mrs. Parnell interrupted. “First things first, Ms. MacPhee. I’d like to know what happened to you.”


  “Well, I decided to head over to check out the fridge for insulin, because I didn’t remember seeing any.”


  “I thought it was handbags you were concerned about.”


  “That too.”


  “At nearly four-thirty in the morning?” P.J. said. “What made you think either handbags or insulin were urgent?”


  Mrs. Parnell looked hurt. “You could have called me to go with you. I was at loose ends.”


  “I assumed you were asleep, needing to rest up for the balloon festival. Anyway, I don’t know what I was thinking.”


  She sniffed. “You might not have been injured if you’d had backup.”


  “Don’t sulk, Mrs. Parnell. If it’s any consolation, I regret investigating without you. And I shouldn’t have taken your car without asking. I figured I’d be there for just a couple of minutes. What time is it now?”


  “Eight.”


  Double oops. “Mrs. Parnell, you must have missed the balloon launch today because of me. Sorry.”


  “The best laid plans and all that. As it turned out, the balloons did not go up this morning. Too windy. Young Ferguson is quite crestfallen. Did you see him this morning? He was also quite concerned about your wellbeing.”


  “Never mind. Give him time. I’m sure he’ll be mad at me again, soon. Will there be a launch this evening?”


  “It looks most promising.”


  “I’ll get your shots then. Honest.”


  “Back to the matter at hand, Ms. MacPhee. What happened in that house?”


  “I was checking things out. I didn’t turn the lights on, just in case the people next door called the police or something. They know Laura’s dead.”


  “Excellent strategy.”


  “So I called P.J. on my cellphone, as you know.”


  “Indeed.”


  “I was talking to him when I thought I heard something. There was no reason for anyone to be in the house. I’ve been reading P.J.’s articles in the paper, and I got it into my head a cat might have been stuck in the basement. I went to look, and someone pushed me down the stairs.”


  “Lucky for you, the vacuum hose fell in front of you and broke your fall. You probably would have fractured your skull,” P.J. said. “That’s crossed my mind.”


  From the next room, I heard Edwina call out, “I bet that’s the closest Camilla’s ever come to a vacuum cleaner.”


  Mrs. Parnell didn’t want to get sidetracked. “But Ms. MacPhee. I am puzzled. How could anyone get into the house without you knowing about it? Did you neglect to set the alarm when you entered?”


  “That’s the weird thing. The alarm was off when I got here, and I set it when I came in. No one could have gotten in without me knowing.”


  They exchanged glances, which is one of my least favourite things. “Don’t do that,” I said.


  “What?” P.J. said.


  “You know perfectly well what. You’re looking at each other like I’m crazy.”


  “No one would suggest such a thing, Ms. MacPhee. But the alarm wasn’t on when we entered.”


  I said. “I’ve been thinking about it. Logically, whoever did this knew the access code to the alarm. That means there’s someone around who knew Laura well enough to have the code. I bet the security company didn’t disable Laura’s old code.”


  “Are you sure someone pushed you?” P.J said. “You’d been up half the night. Violet tells me you’d had to identify Laura Brown’s body, which must have been rough, even for someone of your disposition. You were walking around an unfamiliar house in the dark. You were a prime candidate for catapulting down the basement stairs.”


  “There was plenty of glow from the street lamp and also light from the house next door.”


  “I am troubled, Ms. MacPhee. Why would you leave your cellphone in the kitchen and venture into a dark basement by yourself?”


  “That’s right, Tiger. Sounds like a bad horror movie. Were you wearing a bikini when you ran into the dark basement alone?”


  “Funny, P.J. I didn’t go into the basement, and I had my cellphone in my hand, just like any sensible person, so it was not being totally useless.”


  “You just thought you did.”


  “No, for sure, I had it. Hey. Where is it? I hope it didn’t shatter on the concrete floor.”


  Again with the looks.


  Mrs. Parnell held out my cellphone to me. “I picked it up.”


  “Thanks,” I said.


  P.J. said. “Violet picked it up from the kitchen counter.”


  “What?”


  “On the counter by the fridge. You must have left it there. That’s what we’re saying.”


  “Don’t give me that crap, P.J. I had it in my hand.”


  “As the doctor no doubt told you, sometimes the brain does strange things,” Mrs. Parnell said.


  I said, “I am not imagining this.”


  Of course, everyone denied everything. My sisters insisted they hadn’t touched the phone. Who did I think they were? Come to think of it, who did I think I was? I gave up arguing, and the three of them resumed rearranging the molecules in my apartment.


  Mrs. Parnell puffed huffily at the suggestion she might have picked up the phone and moved it to the kitchen.


  “I am not absent-minded, Ms. MacPhee.”


  “I thought perhaps in the confusion of finding me and all that.”


  P.J. said, “I found you sprawled on the concrete floor. Violet stayed upstairs and called 911 from the kitchen. That’s when she found the phone. She came down to the basement after. I don’t even know how she managed the stairs.”


  “I am not an invalid,” Mrs. Parnell snapped. “That mobility aid is just for balance. I’m fine on stairs if there’s something to hold on to.”


  I said, “This proves my point. Someone pushed me and deliberately placed my cellphone upstairs so I couldn’t call for help if I happened to survive the fall. They put it where it would appear I had forgotten it. Then they left me. By the time I’d be found, game over. It could have been weeks, since Laura didn’t seem to have company. Now we know someone else had a key and the code. Means and opportunity for the perfect crime.”


  Mrs. Parnell blew smoke rings. “What about motive, Ms. MacPhee?”


  “We’re a little light on motive. I suppose I had one, since I’m the heir. I didn’t have much to gain by attacking myself. But if you hand me my backpack, I’ll get out the number of the security company and find out who else had an access code.”


  “Good thinking, Ms. MacPhee,” she said, handing over the bag.


  P.J. scratched his nose.


  I called the 1-800 number and gave my name and mother’s maiden name. I asked who else had an authorized access code to Laura’s place.


  “We cannot give out confidential information like that,” the voice said.


  “But it’s my house now.”


  “When we get the proper legal papers to prove that, then we can release the information.”


  “Wait a minute. Can you tell me if anyone, without naming names, was officially authorized. Besides me.”


  The voice hesitated. “I suppose I can confirm that. You are the only one, ma’am, except for Ms. Brown herself.”


  I hung up and said, “Okay. I guess it’s just me. This whole situation started less than eighteen hours ago, when the cops showed up. All this weird stuff is connected with Laura’s death, but damned if I know how.”


  Mrs. Parnell lit a Benson & Hedges. “How curious, Ms. MacPhee.”


  “Yeah. It’s an intriguing story, Tiger,” P.J. said, “and, like you said, so far you’re the only one with a motive.”


  Twelve


  “No,” I said firmly. The main thing with my sisters is to be wary of their body language and never let yourself feel outnumbered. They’d finished my apartment, my laundry and swept my balcony, considered some options for painting the place and made the usual remarks about my lack of matching china. Now they turned their attention to the last untidy detail.


  Me.


  “Look here, Missy,” Edwina said. “We can’t leave Daddy and the boys at the lake by themselves at lunch time. God knows what damage they’ll do.”


  “That’s right,” Donalda said. “I’ve packed your suitcase.”


  “Listen carefully. Read my lips if you have to. I am not going to the cottage.”


  “You really need a new bathing suit,” Alexa said. “I wouldn’t be caught dead in yours.”


  I said. “I’m not planning to be caught dead. So it doesn’t matter.”


  “Of course it matters. I don’t think there’s a scrap of spandex left unsprung in it.”


  “Here’s a scrap for you: I won’t need a bathing suit, because I won’t be at the lake.”


  “Don’t be silly,” Edwina said.


  Donalda would have picked up my suitcase at that point, except she was already holding it.


  Alexa frowned, “I suppose you can always wear one of mine.”


  “Are you all hard of hearing? I’m not going. I have a concussion. My legs are all bruised. I’m cut, I’m grubby. I feel like crap.”


  “We can hardly leave you on your own with a concussion and other injuries,” Donalda said with her peculiar MacPhee logic. I should have anticipated that.


  “For the last time, I’m not going. I’ll be fine here.”


  “I don’t think so, Missy,” Edwina said.


  “Then think again. May I remind you, I am a functioning adult.”


  “There is absolutely no need to yell,” Edwina sniffed.


  I said, “I’ll go Monday evening for the party. Which reminds me, shouldn’t you start preparations? What about marinades? Do you have enough ice? Is there gas for the boats? Are there tiny tears in the personal flotation devices? Is someone on the lookout for salmonella at the BBQ? Who’s getting the spare ribs?”


  Edwina said. “Get a move on. The doctor said not to stay by yourself. And may I remind you, Alexa was a nurse.”


  “Not in the last twenty-five years, she wasn’t. Anyway, I am not by myself. I have Mrs. Parnell. Plus P.J. And Gussie.”


  Mrs. Parnell raised her sherry glass in confirmation. P.J. blanched.


  “Yes, well,” said Edwina, implying a world of things.


  “You’ll be better off with the family,” Donalda said.


  I hardly thought so, especially since two out of my three brothers-in-law were not speaking to me and the third lived in his own fishing dream world. “I’ll be careful.”


  Alexa said. “How do we know that you won’t head right out and get injured again?”


  I took a deep breath. “You can trust me.”


  “Me too.” Mrs. Parnell blew a couple of spectacular smoke rings. Lucky me, she never mentioned balloons once.


  
    * * *
  


  As the morning wore on, I tried Yee and Zaccotto again. The switchboard put me through to their voice mail. The same thing happened when I tried to reach Major Crimes. Maybe the constables were on the four to eleven shift, but where the hell was everyone in Major Crimes? I didn’t think the fact it was Saturday before noon should make much of a difference.


  My brother-in-law didn’t answer his cellphone at the cottage, where he was in charge of father-sitting, and I got a chilly reception from the only other person I could think of, Detective Sgt. Leonard Mombourquette. I tracked him down at home.


  “Yes, well, I’m not in Major Crimes right now. I’m on extended sick leave, as you may remember.”


  “I know that, Leonard.”


  “I have an SIU investigation to get through. Do you have any idea what a frigging nightmare that is?”


  “I can imagine.”


  “No, you can not imagine it. After that, I’ll face a Professional Standards investigation. Then once those are over, I can look forward to testifying at the Coroner’s Inquest. Try having that hanging over your head. My actions and my decisions will be under the microscope in both investigations and again at the inquest.”


  “But you did what you had to. You had no choice at all but to shoot.”


  “Well then, I feel better. I can relax while they turn every part of my life upside down.”


  “Look, Leonard, the point I want to make is . . .”


  “If I hadn’t been dealing with you, it wouldn’t have happened. Okay? I wouldn’t be spending every night questioning myself, what if I had planned better, if I’d been more alert, if I’d aimed lower. I am not going to get involved with any of your harebrained schemes. Clear?”


  “I take your point, Leonard, and I understand how you must feel.”


  “You do not goddam well understand how I feel. I have to deal with it every time I look in the mirror. And when all the investigations are finished, I’ll still have to live with it.”


  “Okay, here’s what’s happening: this friend of mine died, and the circumstances seem to be quite suspicious.”


  “People die around you all the time, Camilla. Have you asked yourself why that is?”


  “I think she was murdered. I need to talk to someone in Major Crimes. Conn’s fishing with my father, and I can’t reach the constables who informed me about the death. Maybe they’re not even on duty this weekend. They won’t be in Major Crimes anyway. The more time that elapses, the harder it is to solve a crime. You know that.”


  “Yes, I do. When you do connect with Major Crimes, they’ll be glad to have you explain how the police screwed up.”


  “I’m not saying the police are at fault. I’m asking for help, Leonard.”


  “You’re on your own, Camilla.”


  
    * * *
  


  One good thing about being next-of-kin: you’re entitled to information. Mrs. Parnell needed no urging to drive me back to the hospital to see what I could find out from the pathologist.


  The results of the post-mortem were bad or good, depending on your perspective.


  “Are you sure?” I said.


  The pathologist was small and puckered looking, as though he’d been stored in formaldehyde. His face was dominated by thick dark glasses and even thicker eyebrows. The eyebrows were dramatic enough to take your mind off his other features.


  “I think she was murdered.”


  He wiggled one of the dramatic eyebrows. “Not according to our findings.”


  “Well,” I said, “there’s a few things you should take into consideration.”


  “This woman died because she tumbled a hundred feet on to rocks. Her blood sugar was extremely low at the time. There were witnesses around. She climbed over the protective fencing in full view of other people. Then she must have passed out or become dizzy.”


  “I can’t believe she would climb that fence. She was a sensible middle-aged woman.”


  “Not the first one to meet a nasty end defying the laws of physics.”


  “You were trying to find the cause of death, and you found one that made sense to you. But I’m saying there are factors at work you may not have been aware of.”


  “Thank you. And you are . . . Doctor?”


  I drew myself up. “No need for sarcasm, Dr. Varty. I may not have a medical degree, but let me remind you, I am the next-of-kin. Here are the facts: some of Laura’s belongings were stolen from her home; I was attacked there the night after she died; and someone definitely removed her insulin from the fridge.”


  “I am very sorry for your loss. I understand this is difficult for you. It’s not the first time I’ve dealt with a death like this. And there’s nothing to indicate Laura Brown’s death was anything but a tragic accident. If you have evidence to the contrary, it’s a matter for the police, not for pathology. If it’s any consolation, because of the nature and location of the death, there will almost certainly be a Coroner’s Inquest. In the meantime, we can release the body to you for burial. Do you have a funeral home in mind?”


  
    * * *
  


  “Are you certain you’ll be all right without a vehicle, Ms. MacPhee? I really must be off,” Mrs. Parnell said as she stopped the Volvo at the door to our building.


  “I’m not going anywhere. Thanks for taking me to see the pathologist.”


  “A shame you couldn’t get him to see reason. Would you like me to help you make the arrangements?”


  “No, thanks. I’ll just call the funeral home.”


  “You should rest. Save yourself to fight another day.”


  “I will.”


  “I hate to go, but I did promise Young Ferguson I’d head over to the festival site. He’s volunteering for a few things, and he wants me to drop by.” She picked up her digital camera. “I’ll take both cameras. I am sure he will understand if you can’t manage photos today.”


  I experienced a brief flash of what life would be like with Alvin if I didn’t do photo duty this time. I reached for the camera.


  “Happy to do it, Mrs. P. I’ll be there for take-off. Don’t you worry about a thing.”


  “Are you certain, Ms. MacPhee? I am concerned about your physical state.”


  “Nothing wrong with me. I’ll cab it over. It will keep me from being bored.” I managed a martyred smile.


  Back at my apartment, I patted Gussie and let the cat in from the balcony. I hunted for a paper and pen while the cat had a nap on the freshly vacuumed sofa. My sisters, of course, had cleaned up all those unesthetic writing supplies, and it took a while to find them.


  I started a list. It turned into three lists, then four.


  LAURA—SEEN—WHO ELSE?


  FOUL PLAY – Indications


  ONTARIO TOWN?


  ACTION


  LAURA SEEN was the easiest. I racked my brain for who else at Carleton University in 1986 would have remembered her. The eighties tended to be a blur for me. From the moment I met him, life had been about Paul.


  I had few recollections of Laura outside of class. I did remember her in the library and occasionally in the pub. I did remember her walking with another woman near one of the beautiful spots by the Rideau, where you could enjoy sun on a rock in the spring and fall. But I couldn’t remember the other woman’s name. Sophie? Sally? How do you recall the names of the people who were in your classes nearly twenty years after the fact? Wait a minute. Sylvie! But Sylvie who?


  I’m not the kind of person who would have bought a yearbook, even if Carleton had produced one at that time. Of course, the Registrar’s Office was closed for the weekend. I’d tried to phone just in case they would release some information from their old files. After all, I was the next-of-kin. That reminded me of an unpleasant duty. I called the only funeral home I could think of to start the process of getting Laura’s body. Apparently you need an appointment for that. “I’ll get back to you soon.”


  I closed my eyes, ignored my pounding headache and went back to the lists. Think think think. Eventually the thinking paid off. There was Frances Foxall, of course. I didn’t remember ever seeing them together, but they must have known each other. Frances had been tough and hard-nosed. The kind of person who thought everything that happened was her business. She’d been closer to Laura’s age than mine. I figured she’d be a good bet to remember Laura’s hometown and possibly even details about her family. I put Frances Foxall’s name on the list. At the very least, she’d probably remember Sylvie’s last name.


  Like Frances, Sylvie had been about Laura’s age. But that was the only similarity. I remembered Sylvie being quite beautiful in a delicate way, but for all her looks, she had been shy and easily embarrassed. Except for Laura, she’d kept to herself.


  I wrote Sylvie? on my list. These memories weren’t much to go on. I tried calling Elaine Ekstein, but she didn’t answer. Next I made a note to contact Carleton and ask for Laura’s home address. Tuesday would be the earliest. I had visions of administrators screeching about privacy and the rights of students. I shook myself. I wasn’t sure if they’d still have that information. I intended to find Laura’s family well before Tuesday. With luck, Major Crimes would be deep into the investigation by then. For sure, it would be faster if I could find just one person who remembered the name of the damn irritating little town that started with C.


  I began with Frances Foxall.


  Thirteen


  Naturally, Frances Foxall wasn’t in the phone book. A lot of people still changed their names when they got married back in the eighties. That didn’t seem like a Frances Foxall thing to do. Come to think of it, getting married didn’t seem like a Frances thing to do. If Mrs. Parnell had been home, I could have asked her to check Canada411. She would have found not only a phone number but a full address with Postal Code.


  Sometimes the old-fashioned ways pay off.


  I dialled 4-1-1.


  The automated system didn’t care for my vague request. A real operator turned up good old Frances in a small community south of Ottawa. Whole name, no initials.


  Frances wasn’t home. Naturally. I was the only person in Canada hanging around the house on the Labour Day weekend. A man who sounded like he had a bad cold said to leave a message after the beep. I left my name, my cellphone number and a vague yet compelling reason to call. I chewed my nails and thought hard. Who were the women Laura had been lunching with? Why hadn’t she introduced them to me? Why hadn’t I been interested enough to look at them?


  I had an idea how to find out. It was getting close to noon. I decided to head downtown for lunch and a side order of information.


  Just to be safe, I called a cab.


  
    * * *
  


  Maisie’s Eatery sits on the fringe of the Market and, lucky me, that meant it was open all weekend. Although I’m pretty down-to-earth as a rule, I enjoy the atmosphere at Maisie’s: soothing white tablecloths, fresh flowers, pretty yet undemanding paintings on walls, plus the tempting aroma of fresh rolls. Except for the fact you had to climb a flight of stairs to get in, it was the perfect spot for lunch. I forced my bruised body up the steps, knowing what I’d find there would be worth it.


  My first questions didn’t get me far with the young woman at the desk in the front of the restaurant. “Sorry, but your friend sounds like a lot of women who come in here.”


  “She does? Oh. Can I have a look at your reservation list for July please? That could help me solve the problem.”


  “Gosh. I don’t know. I’d have to check with Norine, the owner, and she’s not here right now.”


  “I’d just take a quick peek. I wouldn’t take it away. Cross my heart.”


  “Sorry. There might be privacy issues. I’d really have to get authorization.”


  I loved that. Privacy issues in a restaurant. That’s the trouble with servers nowadays. Half the time they’re MBA students or actors or perhaps even out-of-work lawyers, and they know way more than you want them to.


  This girl seemed nervous. Probably because the place was nearly packed, and she was taking time from her tables.


  I said, “This is an easy question. My friend lunched here quite often during the work week. She always sat at that table in the sun. I just need to know if you know the name of any of her companions.”


  She shook her head. “I just do weekends.”


  “Anyone here today who works lunch weekdays?”


  She glanced around. “Let me see. I guess Chelsea.” She pointed to a foxy-faced girl who had spiky hair with multicoloured tips. Chelsea was balancing three full plates on her way from the kitchen to the opposite end of the restaurant. She served her tables and chatted with people. I liked her wicked grin.


  “Okay, I’ll talk to her.”


  “She’s busy right now.”


  “No problem. I’ll have a look at the menu while I’m waiting.”


  “Sure. You want a table?”


  “No, thanks. I’ll just stay here. I’ll let you know if I decide to eat.”


  She smiled and skittered back to her customers. I kept an eye out for her as I leaned over the desk and flipped back through the reservation book. No point in alienating anyone, since I still hadn’t found what I wanted.


  I couldn’t remember the dates when I’d seen Laura, except for one. I’d dropped in with a colleague after a hearing toward the end of July. I glanced at the reservations for the last week in July and didn’t find Laura Brown’s name. That was probably good. If her companion had made the reservation, that could be the break I needed. I noticed the reservations were usually first names and phone numbers. Good. I needed an opportunity to write down everyone who’d reserved for that time period. Without getting permission or getting caught. I was digging for my pen when Chelsea walked toward the desk. She nodded to me and said, “I’ll be right with you.” She led the newcomers to a table, handed out menus with a flourish and returned before I found my pen.


  “Hi. I’m Chelsea. I understand you want to speak to me?” she said. Up close, she looked older and wiser than her foxy grin and spiky hair suggested.


  I tried a new approach. “I’m looking for a friend. It’s a matter of life and death.” True enough, if somewhat misleading. “I saw her having lunch with another woman, sometime in late July. They sat there.” I pointed. “My friend is medium-tall, a little bit plump, dark auburn hair, mid-forties, attractive but not stunning. She was wearing a linen suit, professional looking.” I stopped. “She came here quite often.”


  “Hmmm,” she said. “I remember meals, not faces or clothes.”


  “I don’t know what she ate. She had an alligator handbag, if that helps.”


  She gave a short bark of laughter. “It doesn’t. And to tell you the truth, I don’t even remember meals that long after I’ve served them. Well, sometimes I remember faces, but I’d have to see her. You don’t have a photo?”


  “That’s part of the problem. There’s not a picture anywhere of her. She was diabetic, though. Maybe she needed special meals. Does that ring a bell?”


  “Jasmine might know. She’s got a knack for remembering people. She often works that corner. And people are always telling her about their diets and their problems. She’s your best bet.”


  “Can I talk to Jasmine?”


  “She’s not on shift right now.”


  “When will she be here?”


  “Not sure. She works a couple of jobs. She’s putting herself through university. Hang on, I’ll check the schedule. It might take a couple of minutes, we’re really frantic, as you can see.”


  “I’ll wait.”


  “You having lunch?”


  “Yes, I’d like that table.” I pointed to the window where I’d last seen Laura lunching.


  “Sure. That’s one of mine today.”


  I sat down at the table with relief, because I was feeling a bit woozy. It crossed my mind that I hadn’t eaten for a long time, despite my sisters’ best efforts. I loved the Maisie’s Eatery menu.


  “I’ll order too,” I said. “Something with chicken. Pick the best one. And a cappuccino for dessert.”


  “You want soup or salad?”


  “Sure. Surprise me there, too.”


  I waited and watched Chelsea whirl from table to table. I used the time to try to remember what Laura’s companions had looked like. Being in the same spot helped. One had dark hair, I knew that much, pulled back in a sleek ponytail. I wondered if she might have been Sylvie after eighteen years. I didn’t think so. The eyes had been too dark, the cheekbones too prominent. But then I wasn’t sure how accurate my impression had been.


  Fifteen minutes later, I had my lunch, hot and sour soup, followed by chicken with coconut and fruit.


  My cappuccino arrived with a bonus. Chelsea said somewhat breathlessly, “You’re in luck. Jasmine’s in at five-thirty. That’s not a bad time to talk. The restaurant doesn’t get overwhelming until later. You won’t have much luck if you come when we’re full. The owner’s here and, well, you’ll see.”


  I could see my day going even further down the toilet. “Could you give me Jasmine’s address? That would save me a lot of time.” I tried to smile harmlessly, but she wasn’t buying it.


  “No chance. I’m pushing our policy by giving you her name and schedule.”


  “Right.”


  “See you tonight,” she said, with a sly wink.


  At least I’d be getting regular meals.


  
    * * *
  


  Since I was on foot and well-fed, I had nothing better to do than push my way through the crowds of tourists and walk west. It made sense to take a stroll behind the Supreme Court and check out the unlikely place Laura had died. I made my way through the Market, turned on to Sussex and hiked along Wellington Street past the Parliament Buildings until I reached the parking lot that separates the Department of Justice from the West Block. Usually, I enjoy looking up at the historic stone buildings with their copper roofs. I think of them as Canadian Baronial in style, although my father once told me the correct term is Gothic Revival. No joke. You’ve got to be grateful for turrets and gargoyles in this day and age.


  This time I had other things besides architecture on my mind. I zigzagged through the terraced levels of the exterior parking lots, clearly marked “No Public Parking Any Time”, until I reached the last set of wooden stairs. They connected to the bike path that runs along the foot of the escarpment that the Parliament Buildings, Department of Justice and Supreme Court are built on. Everything ached as I lumbered down the steps. It was a relief to connect with the nice flat bike path.


  The route is spectacular, no matter how many times you’ve been along it. To the East, the Interprovincial Bridge. Across the Ottawa River on the Quebec side, the magical dune-like structure of the Museum of Civilization and the more pragmatic E. B. Eddy Plant. On the Ottawa bank, the vast glass walls of the National Gallery glittered in the afternoon sun. Silver ripples on the river. A pair of matching balloons floated by, reflecting green and purple stripes in the river. The path was thick with people, probably a mix of locals and tourists, distinguishable by their cameras.


  I turned west toward the Supreme Court of Canada Building. I rounded the corner, and the river spread out before me. As pretty as it was, the dramatic solid rock cliff that reached up to the Supreme Court overwhelmed it. I stood there staring up, over a hundred feet. I could see barbed wire and stone walls far above.


  I retraced my steps and made my way back up to the small street parallel to Wellington. As far as I could tell, it existed for the convenience of the toylike green Parliamentary vehicles.


  A few minutes later, I was behind the Supreme Court in the parking area I assumed was reserved for the Justices. This lot had a surprise feature: a lookout with benches. It was a nice place for lunching or clearing your head. To the left, a broad stone staircase swept down to another level with deciduous trees, well-kept grass, more benches. A 180° view of the river. A high iron gate blocked off one side, barbed wire on the right side, blocking the foolhardy from the drop. Straight ahead, a metal fence about four feet high. A torn piece of yellow tape that said “Police Line Do Not Cross” fluttered in the breeze. A fresh strip of “Caution Tape” had been added. I imagined the tape was intended to keep anyone from getting too close to the fence. Like that made a difference to anyone who was foolish enough to go over that fence. I slipped under the tape.


  On the far side of the fence, there was a few feet of grass, then nothing. I spotted two dark parallel marks, where something had skidded. Was this the spot where Laura had gone over?


  Laura had been fairly sporty and on the tall side of medium. She could have gotten over the fence with a bit of effort. But the risk was obvious. Was she trying to escape from someone? The pathologist had spoken of witnesses. Someone would have heard if she’d called for help.


  None of it made sense.


  For the first time, I began to feel angry. What the hell had Laura Brown been playing at? And why had she chosen to involve me?


  Fourteen


  Angry or not, I still had to deal with the problem. I damn well wanted to talk to those witnesses. I turned around, ducked back under the tape, sat on the nearest bench and tried Yee and Zaccotto again.


  My messages suggested strongly that they return my calls at their first opportunity. I requested the contact information for the witnesses to Laura’s death.


  Five minutes later, I got up and started walking, passing by a clump of tourists with digital and video cameras. Maybe it was foggy thinking as a result of my head injury, but only after I’d spotted the twentieth video camera did I remember Elaine Ekstein.


  Elaine had everyone she’d ever met on video.


  I wasn’t going to take a chance on her phone being off the hook. Although it was a bit of a hike, I walked straight to Elaine’s, which is on Spruce Street, convenient to both Little Italy and Chinatown and their excellent restaurants. Elaine loves ethnic. She has the second and third floors of a crumbling wooden house with a history. She also has more security than the Pope. Not surprising, since she’s had more than one death threat due to her work at Women Against Violence Everywhere. Elaine’s home wasn’t far behind the WAVE office in the security department.


  “Elaine!” I shouted as she unhooked two chains and unclicked a pair of deadbolts. I knew she had a motion sensitive light on her balcony and motion detectors on her living level.


  “Why are you shouting, Camilla?”


  “Because I just realized something.”


  “And why are you leaning at that odd angle?”


  “Just a concussion. Someone tried to kill me by tossing me down a set of stairs. But, hey, I’m getting better.” As I moved past her, she closed the door and reset the alarm.


  “Holy moly. Is that why P.J. kept calling last night? I finally had to answer his stupid questions just to get some peace. I thought he was drunk. You were attacked? Does this have anything to do with Laura?”


  “Yes.”


  I followed Elaine up the stairs to her second floor living room.


  My bruised knees did not care for yet another set of stairs. Once I got my mitts on her videos, I planned to associate only with people with elevators. No exceptions.


  Elaine sported tangerine capris and a lemon-coloured sleeveless blouse. Her red curls were held into an unstable ponytail by a pair of scrunchies, orange and yellow. She wore size ten flipflops with large daisies. Only Elaine could manage that look. I felt very, very beige.


  She reached over to the radio, set as always on Radio Two. She turned down the volume of the opera just enough for us to talk.


  She said, “I couldn’t stop thinking about Laura after you called last night. What a tragic death. Even if I didn’t like her much.”


  “What? You didn’t like Laura?”


  “Not really.”


  “I liked her, and I’m not nearly as accepting as you are.”


  “I never warmed to her. I found her dogmatic and inflexible.”


  That was a jawdropper, considering the source. On key subjects, Elaine elevated inflexibility to a religion. I kept that to myself.


  Elaine said, “Actually, I’m surprised you liked her.”


  “Well, I’m surprised you didn’t. Anyway, it’s a creepy situation. I think the person who attacked me was involved in Laura’s death.”


  Elaine said, “Oh, come on. This is Ottawa. We don’t have killers running loose. Don’t you think you’re being a bit dramatic?”


  After dogmatism and inflexibility, drama was Elaine’s best thing.


  “I don’t believe Laura’s death was an accident.”


  “Maybe you’re imagining things because of your concussion. I’ve had clients with brain damage, and they’re often fuzzy on facts.”


  “I’m not fuzzy on these facts, Elaine. And I’m not in the habit of imagining murders.”


  “Seriously, you don’t look good, Camilla. You’re pasty, like old dough or something. Better sit down,” she said.


  I let the pasty old dough thing slide and looked around for somewhere to sit. Easier said than done in Elaine’s house. Every surface was covered with piles of paper, CDs, magazines, files, craft projects, you name it. For no reason I could imagine, the coffee table was covered entirely in hats. Plus there were hundreds of plants, green and luxurious and just a tad overwhelming.


  I’m no Suzy Homemaker, but Elaine has every scrap of paper, book, magazine, record, article of clothing, receipt, pair of shoes and tacky gift she’s ever received. I liked that about her. I enjoyed visiting. You could relax once you found a place to sit. And this time, I was betting on her packrat habit to pay off.


  I scooped a teetering stack of Christmas cooking magazines off the sofa and crumpled onto it.


  “Were you in the middle of your video phase our first year at Carleton?”


  “I see what you’re getting at.”


  “Were you?”


  “In other words, do I have Laura on videotape? No. I’m sure I got into videography a couple of years later.”


  “That’s too bad. I thought if we could see who she was with at a social event, I might find someone who could lead to her family. It’s a long shot. Aside from talking to the servers at Maisie’s Eatery, it’s all I could think of.”


  “I was in my photography phase at that time.”


  “That’s right. It wasn’t videos, it was photos you were shooting. Even better. You still have your pictures, of course.”


  “Do I have pictures? Ha.”


  “Let’s have a peek at them. I’m looking for a pretty girl named Sylvie. I don’t remember her last name.”


  “Dumais?”


  “Dumais. That’s it. That’s amazing, Elaine.”


  Elaine peered at me strangely.


  “What?” I said after a while.


  “Sylvie Dumais is dead.”


  “You’re not serious.”


  “She drowned. Her kayak overturned on a lake in Algonguin Park.”


  “When?”


  “Just this past June. Another accident. Like Laura’s.”


  I said. “Let me recap: Laura’s death was suspicious. And I don’t think I fell down the stairs by accident.”


  “No need to snap. Let me get the photos. We’ll see what turns up.”


  Be careful what you wish for, I believe the saying goes. I followed Elaine up another flight of stairs. Her third floor study was full of photos. They were organized in dozens of fabric-covered boxes. Feminine and homey. Of course, it would have been easier if some of the boxes had been labelled.


  Nineteen containers later, I’d confirmed that chronological filing wasn’t Elaine’s strong point.


  “Never mind,” Elaine said. “It’s been fun catching up, hasn’t it?”


  “Sure,” I said.


  “Get a load of you when you were called to the bar. What a party that was. I had a week-long hangover.”


  “That was eight years after I took that course with Laura. Let’s focus on finding photos with her in them,” I said. “Early years, remember?”


  Elaine stood up and stretched. “Break time. Want some coffee?”


  I always want coffee. “Yes, but I don’t want to lose momentum.”


  I thought I saw her roll her eyes. She tucked a stack of photos on a chair and headed downstairs.


  Elaine is passionate about so much, including coffee. Hers is always excellent. No decaf chez Elaine. I kept sifting through the boxes of photos while the aroma of the fresh brew rose up the stairs.


  “Gotta be here somewhere,” Elaine said, returning with two WAVE mugs, full to the brim and steaming hot. “One of these days I’ll take a weekend and put them all in albums with nice commentaries. Oh, here’s one of Sylvie. You can just see her in the corner. Candid shot. She didn’t like to have her picture taken. Come to think of it, neither did Laura.”


  I remembered Elaine’s flash going off that entire year, every time you put a fork in your mouth, raised a glass or yawned. No wonder people resisted having their pictures taken.


  “It’s hard to believe we’ve known each other for eighteen years, isn’t it?” Elaine said, swishing through shots. “Hey, here’s Laura, turning away from the camera. Nice shot of her back. And there’s Frances Foxall. What an ego. But even she wouldn’t face me.”


  “I’m trying to reach Frances,” I said. “Where is everyone this weekend?”


  “Oh, my God.”


  “What? You found one of Laura’s face?”


  “No. I found Joe Westerlund. Holy moly, remember him?”


  “Remember him? He was my hero. I couldn’t forget Joe Westerlund.”


  “All the women liked Joe. Like a Viking god with a Ph.D.”


  “He was awesome, in the old sense. I loved every course I took from him.”


  “Me, too. And it wasn’t just a man/woman thing.” Two bright spots appeared on Elaine’s cheeks. “He made you think about social justice.”


  “You’re right. Joe had more impact on my personal philosophy than all the rest of the undergrad faculty.”


  “And he was easy on the eyes.”


  “Come on, Elaine. Joe was way more than just a pretty face.”


  “And body. We’re adults here. Allow me my vices. He was yummy. Lust lust lust.”


  “You know what? Joe Westerlund taught the class that Laura and I did together.”


  Elaine was riffling through the photos, hunting for more shots of Joe Westerlund. “I always thought it was too bad he was married.”


  “A lot of girls wanted to have a shot at Joe.”


  “Except you, Camilla.”


  “He put his wife on a pedestal. Which was nice. Remember, he brought her to all the social events? Of course, it might have been to protect himself from the salivating females, no names mentioned. But looking back, she was so damned gorgeous and sophisticated.”


  “Speaking of pedestals. You were all wrapped up in Paul in those early days, I’m surprised you even noticed Joe.”


  I didn’t want to go down the conversational path to Paul. “Do you think Joe Westerlund still lives in Ottawa?”


  “Don’t know. I haven’t seen him since my undergrad years. You could call the school and find out.”


  “They’re closed this weekend.”


  “Too bad.” She grinned evilly. “Want another look at him?”


  “Put a sock in it, Elaine. Joe was connected to his students. Laura was quite smart and capable. He’ll probably remember her. He might even know where she came from.”


  “Can’t hurt to ask.”


  “What was his wife’s name?”


  “I’ve blocked it out. Raging and deep-seated jealousy. When all else fails, try the phone book.”


  Elaine continued to scramble through photos, tossing some back into boxes, keeping some on her lap, sliding some into empty spots on chairs. “Boy, do I have some great blackmail material here. The hairdos alone should bring in a fortune. Look at your hairdo. Of course, at least you had a hairdo back then.”


  “Can you find a phone book in the middle of this stuff?”


  Elaine said, “Can you try to be less high and mighty when I’m doing you a favour?”


  “Me? I’m not making digs about your hair. And you’re not really doing me a favour, Elaine. You’re helping find Laura Brown’s family, which is the decent thing to do. So never mind putting it on my tab.”


  “Don’t be so fatuous.” She slapped the phone book down in front of me. In that orange and yellow Elaine way.


  Fatuous. Sheesh.


  I found Joe Westerlund right away, a listing on a quiet street I thought ran off the Vanier Parkway. I didn’t have to remember his wife’s name. Their answering machine took care of that. A woman’s voice said, “If you have a message for Joe or Kate, leave it after the beep, along with your name, telephone number and the time of your call.”


  There’s something about leaving a message saying so-and-so’s dead, it’s four-thirty, that didn’t seem appropriate. People have been after me to work on my sensitivity. When I remember, I give it a try.


  “It could take days to get through these shots,” Elaine said when I hung up. “I can’t believe there’s not a single picture of Laura’s face in this pile.”


  “Keep hunting. We have to find out something about her. I have to arrange her funeral. People have to know.”


  “Maybe she didn’t have family,” Elaine said.


  I was about to say “can’t live with them, can’t live without them.” I bit my tongue in time. Elaine never mentioned her own mother and father, just her brother Eddy. I had no idea if her parents were dead or alive. But I was sure they weren’t part of Elaine’s life.


  “I’m hot on the trail,” Elaine said. “But I have someone coming to the house for an appointment, so I can’t do it now. I should try to clean up after you leave.”


  “I’m not going anywhere.”


  “Yes, you are, Camilla. Just until after I talk to this person.” She stared at her oversized yellow watch. “It’s too late now to do anything about the chaos.”


  The apartment didn’t look any more chaotic than it had before the photo sorting, if she wanted the truth, which she probably didn’t. “I have people to see, so I can’t hang around here all day,” I said.


  “We’ll get back to the photos after my session is over.”


  “Perfect. I appreciate what you’re doing. Even if you spot someone who spent time with someone else who might have known Laura. If that makes sense, we’ll track them down. We have to do something.”


  With her head stuck in a box, Elaine said, “I’ll put everything that might be relevant aside, and you can go through it later. Except for the eighties hair and fashion blackmail material, of course. I’ll keep those. Oh, there’s another one. Where did you get those god-awful spangled sweaters, Camilla?”


  I felt like saying, the same place you got your leopard print stockings and platform shoes. But I bit my tongue. “I’m pretty banged up, so I don’t think I can manage the walk home. Not sure if I mentioned the Honda’s in the shop again. I’d better call a cab.”


  Elaine swallowed. She is naturally generous and helpful, at least during her waking hours. Her instinct would be to lend me anything she owned. Except for her beloved vehicle. She clutched a batch of photos and bit her lip. She loves that Pathfinder.


  I said, “It’ll be hard to get a cab now. How about if I hang around in the bedroom and promise not to listen to your session?”


  Judging from the expression on her face, she sure wanted me gone. The keys to the Pathfinder jingled in my hand as I limped out. Elaine clomped down the stairs after me and set up the security system.


  I smiled as the deadbolt clicked.


  Fifteen


  Elaine’s Pathfinder was piled with empty Tim Hortons cups, Timbit cartons, plastic bags, half-finished notes, overdue library books, dry-cleaning and much, much more. Sort of like an archaeological find but without the time lag. I was glad I wasn’t a passenger, because only the driver’s seat was clear. Still, I was grateful. I was on a mission. Mission Phase One was a quick buzz of Laura’s place on Third to confirm something. This time the security system was flashing properly. I keyed in 1986 and headed straight for the fridge. I kept my ears open and my back to the wall as much as possible. I opened the stainless steel door and peered in. Sure enough, insulin containers and syringes. Okay, was my mind playing tricks on me? I didn’t think so. But someone sure was. And that someone would be banking on the idea that people would blame my recollection of the missing insulin on my head injury. My family and friends already thought I was nuts on the subject. This would just convince them.


  But it told me a couple of things. Whoever had pushed me had access to Laura’s house, a key and stranger still, the security code. So that would have to be someone close to her, someone trusted. I formed a hypothesis: this person had tampered with Laura’s insulin, maybe all of the vials, just to be sure. Then afterwards, they’d slipped back into the house under cover of darkness to replace the insulin, perhaps in case there was an issue from the autopsy. If anyone checked after the fact, the insulin would be back in its place. Laura Lynette Brown would appear to have died a natural if foolhardy death. Exactly as the pathologist had said. Good work on the part of the murderer. I was betting that I’d interrupted the return of the insulin, and that’s why I’d got shoved down the stairs.


  My hypothesis still had a few holes in it. Such as how you could count on no one seeing you enter the house, twice. I had my crazy theory, but I was no closer to having a clue about who would want to kill Laura or why. And I wasn’t anxious to spend a minute longer than necessary in that house.


  
    * * *
  


  In front of Laura’s place, I blinked in the bright sunlight. A small, round, white-haired woman walking a pair of tan dachshunds smiled at me. I smiled back. I’ve learned from having a purely temporary dog that you walk dogs, and then you walk them again and then you walk them again. And you’re still not done. You become a neighbourhood fixture.


  “Hello,” I said. “Nice dogs. Do you live around here?”


  She pointed across the street. “Yes. I’m Mary Buttons. The boys and I live across the street and down three in the blue house.”


  I said. “I don’t know if you heard that Laura Brown, who lived here, was killed in a tragic fall behind the Supreme Court yesterday.”


  Her hand shot to her mouth. “Oh, no. That terrible accident. You never think of these things happening to one of your neighbours.”


  “You never do,” I agreed. I tried to ignore the two hungry-looking wiener dogs sniffing my ankles.


  “Very sad. Are you . . . ?”


  “Next-of-kin,” I said. “I’m trying to locate her friends and co-workers before her name is released to the media.”


  “Naturally,” she said.


  “Did you see her coming and going?”


  “Sure, I did. I’m around with the boys three times a day.”


  “Do you know where she worked?”


  “I thought you were next-of-kin.”


  “There is an issue about where she was working.”


  She frowned. “I see. That’s a bit strange, but no, I don’t know where she worked. Or if she did. She was around a lot during the day. Maybe she worked at home.”


  “That would explain it. Did you see clients coming and going?”


  “No. Hardly ever saw her with anyone. Just exchanging a word with the neighbours over there, that’s all.” She pointed toward the house next door, which now had the mums neatly planted.


  “Oh,” I said, disappointed.


  “I saw her early yesterday afternoon with someone, though.”


  “Really?”


  “Yes. She went into the house with another woman. And a while later they went out again.”


  “Did they walk off together? Did you see where they went?”


  “They drove off. Then later, she came back alone. Then she went out again. Heavens, that must have been just before she died. How sad.”


  I interrupted the sadness. “What did the other woman look like?”


  “I didn’t really get a good look. Just an ordinary person.”


  “What about hair colour? Height?”


  “Everyone seems tall to me. I couldn’t see her hair or eyes. Not that the old sight’s that good any more, but even if it were, they were wearing straw hats and sunglasses. They were having a good time, laughing, putting stuff in the car, like they were heading out to a picnic or something. They looked cute. I had some scooping to do, thanks to the boys, and when I glanced up, they were gone.”


  “And then Laura came back later?”


  “Yes. And then she went out again.”


  “A long time later?”


  “Maybe half an hour. Mid-afternoon, I guess. We had forgotten to mail some letters, hadn’t we, boys? So we had to go out again before we missed the afternoon pickup. We’re always forgetting something. Must go up and down this street twenty times a day. You’d think we’d be skinny.”


  “And where did she go?”


  “She came out with a box, then she went back in again and got another box and put them both in her car. I was about to offer to help, but she got in and drove away. I waved, but I guess she didn’t see me.”


  I handed her my card and scrawled my cellphone number on it. “If you think of anything else, can you call me?”


  “We will. Sorry for your loss.”


  The boys barked in agreement.


  
    * * *
  


  That gave me something to think about. And just enough time to get something accomplished before I had to be at the balloon festival. First, I tried Joe Westerlund’s number twice from my cellphone. No luck. Both times I hung up without leaving a message. What if Joe and Kate were out of town for the weekend? Everyone else seemed to be. Worse, what if Joe Westerlund were on sabbatical? I figured he was in his mid-fifties, at least. He could even be retired from the university and on a six-month hike in the Himalayas.


  I checked my watch. I had plenty of time to swing by the Westerlunds’ house. And I had nothing better to do. Someone in the neighbourhood might know if Joe was in town.


  Next, I called Alvin’s home number. Lucky me, he picked up.


  “Alvin, can you do a search for me?”


  “Violet says maybe I jumped the gun yesterday. I’m sorry I got angry when you missed the flight last night and this morning. I realize you didn’t have any choice.”


  “I thought it didn’t take off this morning because of wind.”


  “It didn’t, but if it had, you would have missed it. Anyway, I hope you’re feeling better. I understand you’re in this sad situation.”


  “Tell you what, all is forgiven and, as a bonus, I won’t get upset in the future when you continue to remind me I missed the launch.”


  “That sounds reasonable. What’s the catch?”


  “I need you to get a list of towns in Ontario that start with C.”


  “Lord thundering Jesus. We’re in the middle of the balloon festival.”


  “Save it, Alvin. You and Mrs. P. can find this on the net in seconds.”


  “So could you.”


  “But I don’t have a computer at home. You have your laptop. Use that. Didn’t you just tell me you were sorry for being upset?”


  “You’re the one who wants the information. You could go into the office.”


  “I’m in the middle of something. It won’t take you long, and you can give me the list when I meet you at the launch grounds this afternoon. That way I don’t have to dock your pay for being AWOL yesterday.”


  I clicked off. That’s often the best policy with Alvin. Show a little kindness and you’re toast.


  Time to try Joe Westerlund’s number again. A woman answered. “Wrong number,” I said and hung up.


  Fifteen minutes later, I pulled up in front of a slate-coloured bungalow on River Road near the Vanier Parkway. I checked the number, but it was the right one. The house had a row of new-looking skylights and a huge conservatory. I was surprised to see the property looked neglected, even rundown. It was a far cry from the elegant brick house Joe and Kate Westerlund had owned in Centretown back in the eighties.


  Alongside the flagstone staircase, with its weed-filled cracks, a long wheelchair ramp provided another access to the front door. The paint on the ramp was cracked and peeling. Three birdfeeders stood on long poles near the front. Each one had a different variety of seed. I spotted sunflower, niger seed and a mix. Each feeder had a different and more complicated squirrel baffle. I recognized the baffles as types that the bird lovers in my family had tried. Unsuccessfully. As I walked toward the door, a grey squirrel with a dramatic and luxurious tail turned from regarding the birdfeeders and chattered at me. Such confidence. We both knew who’d win the battle of the baffles.


  The birdfeeders stood at the edge of a large garden bed that must have been splendid at some point. Now it was choked with creeping Charlie and nettles. People are starting to cultivate natural gardens, to my sisters’ horror, but this went way beyond that.


  I hobbled down the flagstone path to the entrance and knocked confidently. Kate Westerlund opened the front door. The last time I’d seen her, she’d been in her mid-thirties, radiating sensuality. At parties, she’d be barefoot, sporting woven clothing from Third World countries. The styles always accentuated her long arms and legs. On her, the no-makeup look had seemed naked and frankly sexual. My last memory was of a party where she sat by herself, smoking a joint on the back porch, while a trio of sophomores drooled in the background. Now, the dark hair that had once cascaded to her waist was pulled back in a short no-nonsense salt and pepper ponytail. She wore black linen Bermudas and a sleeveless black tank. Her deeply tanned skin spoke of many hours not worrying about the sun. She wore no jewellery, except for a plain gold wedding band. She looked a lot more sophisticated now. And substantially more intimidating.


  “Yes?” she said.


  “You probably don’t remember me,” I said. “I was one of Joe Westerlund’s students back in the eighties. Could I speak to him, please?”


  She said. “I didn’t catch your name.”


  “Camilla MacPhee,” I said, leaning against the door frame.


  Her brow furrowed. “Joe had so many students over the years. Are you all right?”


  “No problem. I didn’t expect you to remember me.”


  “MacPhee,” she said, uncertainly.


  “Don’t worry about it. Is he around? I don’t want to interrupt your weekend. This will just take a couple of minutes.”


  “You’d better come in,” she said, standing aside and holding the door open for me. The foyer was wide, with only a spectacular woollen wall hanging and a stylized metal table with a portable phone. I followed her through the foyer to the living room.


  The inside of the house was furnished mostly with books and artwork, much of it woven. That had been Kate’s medium. Every wall held at least one huge woven piece of art. Some were handspun wool in rich vegetable dyes, others freeform quilts with raised images. Trapunto, I think Kate had called that technique. At one time, a Kate Westerlund wall hanging had been quite a status symbol. Her huge commissions dominated many public buildings. I wondered if my art-loving burglar client, Bunny Mayhew, had ever made off with any. I hoped not. Kate’s works still had warmth and power, although a filmy layer of dust indicated they’d been hanging for years in the same spots.


  The living room was roomy, with bare, dark oak floors.


  “Have a seat,” Kate said, pointing to a ochre-coloured leather sofa with a minimalist design. I was happy to sit. Kate said nothing. I looked around, wondering if Joe was about to stick his head in through the doorway. The living room was large, but aside from the sofa and a coffee table with a huge vase of sunflowers, there was little to detract from the art on the walls. In the far corner, French doors opened on to the out-of-control garden. A reading lamp and a leather arm chair with a small area rug to the side of the door were the only signs that someone did any living in the room.


  Kate had never been a woman who made small talk. She probably wouldn’t expect it from others, I decided. “Is Joe here?”


  “I guess you could say he is.”


  Where I come from, people are either there or not there, or occasionally not all there. “I don’t understand.”


  She hesitated and after a while seemed to reach a decision.


  “Come with me,” she said.


  I got up from the sofa and followed her down a long hallway into a room at the back of the house. It had a wall of windows with a Western exposure like my apartment and the same late afternoon sun. This view looked across the park. A dozen birdfeeders were set up outside the window. There was more action here than at the front feeders. I spotted the usual clusters of industrial sparrows and a few blue-black starlings. A pair of goldfinches alighted as I watched. Blue jays hovered and screamed, and a couple of pigeons pecked at the grass underneath the largest feeder. From a nearby tree, a black squirrel kept an eye on things. I stood, wondering if Kate were going to call Joe from some remote part of the house. It was only when I turned away from the window that I saw the man in the hospital bed. A few seconds passed before I recognized him. I could only hope he didn’t hear my gasp. The majestic Joe Westerlund had shrivelled to a shadow man. I remembered him being well over six feet. This man was skeletal, bent and twisted.


  He made an effort to speak. I tried to understand. I thought perhaps Kate might translate the sounds.


  She said, “Here’s a nice surprise, Joe. One of your students to see you.”


  The man in the bed made a questioning gurgle.


  Tears stung my eyes, something that doesn’t happen often. “It’s Camilla MacPhee.” I moved closer. “You may remember me from Carleton back in the eighties.”


  More garbled sounds. I decided they meant yes.


  “You were my favourite prof in eight years of university. I just wanted to thank you for the principles you instilled in us.”


  What could do this to a person? A stroke? His handsome face was now shrunken and gaunt, mouth distorted. The powerful hands were clawed. I couldn’t tell if he was glad to see me, or even if he understood what I’d said. Was that intelligence behind the faded blue eyes or just wishful thinking?


  “I hoped you would remember my friend, Laura Brown.”


  He understood that, all right. His head lashed from side to side, limbs jerked with agitation, the unintelligible grunts grew louder. One clawed hand knocked over the glass of water on the table by the side of the bed.


  Was he saying, no no no?


  Kate moved forward and put her hands on his shoulders. “It’s okay, Joe. Nothing to worry about. I’ll get you some more water,” she said, picking up the glass. With her other hand, she took my arm and propelled me from the room. She had the kind of grip that leaves bruises. Joe continued to make horrible, agitated noises as Kate closed the door behind us and pushed me toward the front of the house. “You’ve upset him. I shouldn’t have let you in. I thought it would be good for him to see a student.”


  “What happened to him?” I said.


  “ALS happened. It’s killing him.”


  “What is that?”


  “He has lost the use of his muscles. He can’t eat by himself, he can’t turn a page, he can’t really communicate.”


  “My god.”


  “Such a waste,” she said. “Such a waste of his wonderful mind. It’s trapped in a ruined body.”


  I seemed to spend all my time bringing nice people to tears. I touched her shoulder. “I am so sorry.”


  “Everyone is.”


  “But he’s young.” My father was still walking three miles a day at eighty-one. I figured everyone had that ahead of them. Especially someone like Joe Westerlund.


  “Fifty-nine. Up until a few months ago, he could get himself into the wheelchair. Now he has to be lifted in and out of bed.”


  What do you say after you’ve said sorry? And what the hell good is sorry anyway? I said, “I remember you used to have these great parties in your other house. Huge rooms full of kids.”


  She attempted a smile. “We had to sell that house once the disease started to make headway. We needed a single storey. But even this is too much to manage now.”


  I tried not to dwell on what Kate Westerlund’s life had become.


  “I had wanted to ask him about my friend, Laura Brown. She died recently, and I need to locate her family and close friends. I didn’t realize her name would upset him.”


  This time, Kate dropped the water glass. “Laura Brown is dead? What happened?”


  This wasn’t the moment to mention my suspicions about Laura’s murder. Just her name could cause distress in this house. “She died in a fall yesterday. I should have realized that you would have known her too. I could have asked you about her and spared Joe that upset.”


  “Of course, I know her. I kept in touch with a lot of Joe’s students.”


  “Why do you think Joe got agitated hearing her name?”


  “I doubt it had to do with Laura herself. The medication has an effect on him. The disease has an impact on his emotions. He’s unpredictable. He has bad days and good. This is a bad day. I’m glad you didn’t tell him she was dead.”


  “Me too. Did you know anything about her family?”


  She shook her head.


  “Sorry to have bothered you. I remember Joe as such a compassionate teacher. He influenced my notions of social justice,” I said.


  “That’s Joe. Passionate.”


  “I ended up being a lawyer because of him.”


  “A lawyer? Really? Law is not always on the same team as justice. Joe used to say that.”


  “Well, I tried to be one of the white hats. That’s why I’m searching for information about Laura.” Not that I was feeling defensive or anything.


  “He’d like to hear that he was an influence for good.” Her manner toward me seemed to have warmed.


  “Thanks. I’d better head out.”


  She didn’t argue. “Will there be a memorial service for her? I’d like to go.”


  “That’s part of why I need to find the family. I’ll make sure you know what’s planned as soon as things are settled.”


  She stopped at the door. “What if you don’t find them?”


  “Then I’ll arrange something. A memorial. I’ll put a notice in the paper, I guess. Wait a minute. You said you knew her. Had you seen her lately?”


  “Not for ages.”


  “That’s too bad.”


  Kate said, “She should have had lots of friends. She was pleasant. Not really outgoing, but charming and warm. I remember her smile.”


  “Yes. Do you know what she did for a living?”


  “No, but she will have succeeded at whatever it was. She should have gone to grad school. She was Ph.D. material. Joe used to say she had the capacity to carve out a major place for herself in the academic world.”


  “She was bright, hard-working and serious.”


  “Impressive. Once, years ago, we had her to the house for dinner when we still lived in Centretown. He tried to convince her not to throw it all away. They got into a shouting match. Well, Joe did. It was a one-man shouting match. She said the academic world was not for her.”


  “And she didn’t lose her cool. That must have been hard with Joe.”


  Kate Westerlund laughed suddenly. “She held her own with him. He could be overwhelming.”


  “I remember.”


  “She stuck to her guns, and we didn’t really see her after that. I wish I’d kept in touch.”


  “Can you think of anyone she could have stayed in touch with? Someone who might know her family?”


  “I don’t think she had any family. If she’d had family, I’m sure she would have mentioned Christmas or a birthday. Something.”


  “What about her home town?”


  Kate hesitated then shook her head.


  I said, “Can you let me know if you think of something else? Here’s my card. Home number and cell. Especially if you remember someone who might have known her.”


  I hurried down the walkway. I was anxious to get away from the house and the stranger that Joe had become. At the same time, I felt unkind, unfeeling and inadequate. Something about Kate bothered me too, but I was in too much turmoil to think clearly about her.


  Sixteen


  My hands shook when I tried the ignition. Was it the reaction to seeing Joe? Or lack of sleep and the presence of painkillers? I closed my eyes, but that just made things worse.


  I hoped I wasn’t going to have to arrange a funeral when I didn’t even seem to be able to turn a key.


  The Pathfinder seemed hot and stuffy, even though the air was cool. I opened the windows. On the lawn, the birds were gone, and the grey squirrel had repositioned himself to take a run at the nearest birdfeeder. At the sound of the window opening, he turned to chatter at me. Do whatever it takes, he seemed to be saying.


  Is it a sign of a worsening concussion when you start taking advice from squirrels? “You’re just a rodent with a fabulous tail,” I said. “Even if you do have exceptional analytical skills.”


  The squirrel went back to its business.


  That reminded me of someone who might be able to help.


  Sgt. Leonard Mombourquette. No bushy tail, but otherwise quite rodent-like himself. Even better, he was just a short drive away. I figured Leonard could find some useful information, even if he’d already said he didn’t want to. He’d have access to all the police files and connections. I’d never been inside his home, but I’d dropped Conn McCracken off once, so I knew where he lived. Like the MacPhees, Leonard Mombourquette is from Cape Breton, and as an added bonus, he was Ray Deveau’s first cousin. Maybe he’d . . . No, I wasn’t going down that route.


  I strolled toward Mombourquette’s red front door a short time later. Unlike the Westerlunds’, this one was in good order. If you don’t want visitors, you shouldn’t have a tiny, perfect house with a tiny, perfect garden and a tiny, perfect flagstone walk with some tiny, perfect herb growing in the cracks.


  My sisters could have identified the herb with their eyes closed. It smelled wonderful when you walked on it. I tried not to walk on it, because the entire garden and walkway looked like a labour of love for someone, a dream location in the middle of an old neighbourhood. It was all soft shades of sage interspersed with pink and white.


  Most of the gardens I’d passed had an end-of-summer parched look to them. Not this one. It was small-scale and subtle. Fragrant. Every plant seemed to be at exactly the right stage and in precisely the right place. I can scarcely tell the difference between real and artificial flowers, but I know a work of art when I see one.


  The house and garden reminded me of the illustrations in a Beatrix Potter story. Small rodents in flowered dresses and mop caps might greet me, while others scrambled to prepare for a welcome guest. Instead, Mombourquette answered the door wearing grey cotton knit running shorts and a well-washed grey T-shirt. He wore charcoal and white flip-flops with a little swoosh on them. He hadn’t shaved, giving him a growth, of soft grey bristles.


  “What do you want?” he said, wrinkling his pointy nose.


  Everything about him drooped. Where was the ill-tempered little ratlike figure I had come to appreciate slightly?


  “I’d like a bit of advice.”


  “Forget it.” His voice sounded suffused with self-pity. I gathered I wouldn’t be getting camomile tea and poppy seed cakes.


  “Come on, Leonard. Don’t be like that.”


  “Oh, pardon me. Why don’t I just await the results of the SIU investigation with a song in my heart?”


  “Those sound like words to live by.” I meant to sound supportive. Perhaps the tone wasn’t quite right.


  “Goodbye, Camilla.”


  I stuck my foot in the door. “I need help.”


  “Not my problem. I’ve already told you.”


  “What kind of attitude is that?”


  “The attitude of someone who gets to live with the shit generated by you the last time you needed help.”


  “That was unavoidable. You can hardly hold me responsible.” His whiskers twitched. “I’m sorry you have to go through this. Believe me.” He still didn’t meet my eye. “Fine. I get the message.”


  Mombourquette had the door half-shut, when I said, “One question. What do you call those little plants growing between the stones? They smell nice.” I didn’t say that they smell particularly nice if you walk on them, because I knew that wasn’t the way to Mombourquette’s small grey heart.


  “Thyme,” Mombourquette said. The door opened a bit more.


  “Makes me sorry I live in an apartment.” His noncommittal grunt gave me hope. “Who created this wonderful garden?” I burbled.


  Bingo.


  Five minutes later, I was sipping ginger peach tea in the living room. The house was what my sisters would call a loving reconstruction of a unique heritage property. I figured the black metal fireplace was over a hundred years old. Leonard favoured antiques. A carved maple sideboard, a camelback settee upholstered in faded blue brocade. A hutch with some chintz platters. We took our tea in blue and white china cups. We sat on chairs with needlepoint cushions. Leonard slid a plate of old-fashioned molasses cookies onto the polished maple table.


  Tea and garden talk or not, Mombourquette was not my biggest fan. In fact, outside of arguments, emergencies and shooting incidents, we’d never really had a conversation. I realized it would be up to me.


  “For what it’s worth,” I said, “you did the only thing you could. You saved lives. That’s the conclusion they are going to draw.”


  “The SIU puts you through the grinder. It’s one way to find out who your friends are.” Mombourquette sipped his tea morosely.


  “Yeah, well. With a union like you cops have, who needs friends? Lot of legal muscle behind the police association.”


  The sun glinted off his incisors. “It’s bad enough we officers put our lives on the line to keep society safe, you don’t think our union should stand behind us?”


  Depends on what the officer has done, I thought, as a couple of high profile recent incidents came to mind. “Not saying that, Leonard. I’m glad you’ve got support. And, speaking of support, everyone in my family seems to hold me responsible for your situation.”


  He nodded. Pleased, I suppose.


  “So listen, here’s the problem.” I sketched out the background from Laura’s death, my newfound next-of-kin role, the on-again, off-again insulin, the will, my tumble on the stairs, the fruitless search for Laura’s home town, her relatives and the women she had lunch with. “You can see how important this is. I can’t arrange the funeral yet. That’s pretty awful. But you have access to all the police systems, you could get someone’s SIN number and their place of birth, and last ten addresses and so on. Since you’re on leave, I figured you could help.” I smiled brightly at him.


  He did not return the smile. If he’d had a tail, it would have flicked dangerously. “You know something, Camilla?”


  “What?”


  “You frigging astound me.”


  “That’s a yes?”


  
    * * *
  


  Turned out it was a flaming and dramatic no. Close to nuclear no. It seems that if you are a police officer on extended medical leave, it’s a really bad idea to go over to Central and ask for information. If the brass spot you out of bed, you’ll get slapped with a desk job.


  Well, who knew that?


  Sometimes you have to walk away from a situation. This was definitely one of those times. I hightailed down the street and around the corner to the Pathfinder and huddled with the Tim Hortons cups. I could have used a coffee to wash the taste of herbal tea out of my mouth. I pulled away from the curb and around the corner and angled the Pathfinder in again, thinking I’d figure out where the closest Second Cup was. Anyway, you shouldn’t drive when you’re really mad. I tried breathing deeply to regain my composure. My head felt like the inside of a jet engine. Talk about the mouse that roared.


  Alexa’s always suggesting meditation to calm down. I tried a few of her suggestions. I closed my eyes and thought of a distant beach. Blue soothing water, the sparkle of sun on the waves, the warm touch of sand on bare feet.


  I woke up with a start. The sky seemed darker than it should have, but I checked my watch, and it was only four-thirty. Fall certainly comes early, I thought. I had to get hustling to make it to Hull for the launch. I picked up my cellphone to give Elaine a call and tell her I’d bring the Pathfinder back after the launching.


  I held the phone away when I heard her voice. What a pair of lungs. What was her problem?


  Spinning head and shaky hands notwithstanding, I got the Pathfinder on the road, heading down the Vanier Parkway to the Queensway, the fastest way back to face the raging redhead. I asked myself why everyone I knew was always so bellicose.


  
    * * *
  


  Elaine was still in outrage mode when she unlocked, unbolted and unchained her door. She said, “That was inconsiderate. For all I knew, you’d been killed in an accident.”


  “Hate to disappoint you. I didn’t have an accident. Not even a near miss.”


  Elaine is not one to let go of an issue. “You never mentioned you needed the Pathfinder for hours.”


  “Okay, I’m sorry. But may I remind you, you practically booted me out before your appointment. If I’d had half a chance, I would have filled you in on my plans. Gladly.”


  “Fine, forget about it.”


  I could tell she didn’t mean it. “I was shaken up after I saw Joe Westerlund.”


  “What do you mean?”


  She went white as I described the ravages of Joe’s illness. “ALS. I can’t believe it.”


  “It’s totally unfair. Can we go upstairs?”


  She turned and led the way. “So sad. A wonderful person like that.”


  “Wouldn’t matter who it was, it’s still awful,” I said.


  “But if it was some miserable rat, that wouldn’t be so tragic.”


  “Even then. That reminds me, I dropped in on Leonard Mombourquette. I was hoping he’d cooperate, but he’s obsessed with the SIU investigation.”


  Elaine stopped at the top of the stairs. “You’re calling someone else obsessed?” she said. “I feel sorry for Leonard. He’s cute. I hope things work out in his favour.”


  The world is full of surprises.


  “What’s the matter now, Camilla?”


  “Leonard Mombourquette? Cute? Have you forgotten that time you were arrested?”


  “That wasn’t personal. Just part of his job. Don’t stand there gawking. Do you want to see the photos I found?”


  That Elaine can always reel you in.


  I said as I was being reeled, “Did you find some of Laura?”


  “Plunk yourself down and have a look.” She positioned herself on the sofa and picked up a batch of photos.


  I sat beside her. She passed the pictures to me, one by one, sorting as she went. A few were doubles, I guess. She slipped those onto a nearby chair, next to the other pile.


  “These pictures were taken during an end-of-term party, and then I shot these here during the winter term of first year.”


  I said. “You did well.”


  “Not as many as I wanted. It’s a start, though.”


  I frowned as I worked my way through them. “You still can’t see Laura’s face in any of them.”


  “I know. Terrific shots of the back of her head, though. She always had great hair.”


  “What were you so excited about showing me?”


  “Even though Laura doesn’t show up, I found lots of other people.”


  “This is great. Look, I hope you don’t mind if I take the Pathfinder again, because I have a real short time to get over to the balloon festival. I’ll be back by ten at the latest.”


  “Sorry, Camilla, I have an appointment.”


  “Again? Is this because I was late?”


  “No, really. I do.”


  “What’s with all the appointments on the long weekend?”


  “Holy moly. When did you sign on as my mother?”


  “Fine, how about you give me this pile of photos, and I’ll try to figure out who people are?” Before she could object, I dropped the photos into one of the small cloth-covered boxes stacked nearby. “Don’t worry, I’ll return them. Your pretty box too. And can you drop me off at home, so I can take the dog out? I’ll get a cab over to the launch site. I have to be there by five to be sure to get some good shots. Why are you looking at me like that?”


  “Did you say by five?”


  “I suppose five-thirty would be okay. Why?”


  “Among other reasons, because that was hours ago.”


  “Don’t be crazy,” I said.


  “Check your watch.”


  I checked my watch. “Four-twenty. Told you. Oh, shit. My watch must have been damaged last night. That’s about the time I fell.”


  “Even so, didn’t you notice that it’s practically dark?”


  “That was a good watch, too. What time is it?”


  “How does 7:28 sound?”


  It wouldn’t take a neurologist to tell me I wasn’t thinking too clearly if I could make that kind of mistake.


  
    * * *
  


  I stayed around home just long enough to do my urgent park duty with Gussie and to provide Mrs. Parnell’s cat with an evening meal suited to her high station in life. I wasn’t prepared to admit it, but I liked looking after the animals. There’s something soothing and relaxing about dogs and cats.


  As a rule, Mrs. Parnell is happy to make a visit to my apartment, no key apparently required, and feed the animals when I’m tied up at the office. Throughout the summer, when I couldn’t get home, she’d teetered around the park using her walker to give Gussie an outing. So in a moment of warm camaraderie, I had agreed to pop some fresh seeds into the cage for Lester and Pierre any evening when Mrs. Parnell wasn’t home.


  But before I fed the always ungrateful lovebirds, I wanted to check my phone messages. But perhaps I should refer to that activity as “Return to Voice Mail Hell.”


  
    * * *
  


  BEEP


  Alvin here. Got a list of towns in Ontario that begin with C. I printed it out and we’ll have it for you at the launch site this afternoon. I think you could have got pretty much the same thing from a road atlas, but what the hell. Anything for our friend, Camilla.


  BEEP


  This is a message for Camilla MacPhee from Constable Jason Yee. Can you call me as soon as possible. I believe you have my cellphone number. Thank you.


  BEEP


  Camilla, this is your sister Edwina. Why aren’t you answering? I’d better not hear you’re wandering around town with a concussion, causing trouble for your family. I will assume you’re in the bathroom, which you will notice is now spotless. Keep it that way. You have five minutes to return this call.


  BEEP


  Hello? I hope I’ve reached Camilla MacPhee. My name is Robert Watson. I’m Frances Foxall’s husband. I’m afraid I have some bad news for you. Would you be kind enough to call me back? Thank you.


  BEEP


  This is Conn. I hear you’re hounding Leonard Mombourquette. You know damn well he’s going through a rough patch now. He’s on sick leave, he can’t even sleep. It is unconscionable for you to be badgering him. Just stay away from him. What is the matter with you?


  BEEP


  Camilla? This is Alvin . . .


  Seventeen


  There was nothing mysterious about the second message from Alvin. He was unequivocal. I’m surprised I didn’t have blisters on my earlobes after listening. Still, I had a couple of things to attend to before I called back and explained why I’d missed the Saturday evening launch. I saw no point in encouraging either my sister or Conn McCracken. But some of the calls were worth following up on.


  First, I tried to reach Constable Yee on his cellphone. It immediately went to his voice mail. Either he was on the phone or out of range. I left a message suggesting that he leave the specific answers I wanted on my voice mail and, further, if he had new information or questions for me, that he leave a detailed message. I reminded him I wanted the names of the witnesses who saw Laura fall.


  Next, I located the piece of paper on which I’d written Frances Foxall’s number. I didn’t like the feeling in the pit of my stomach as I dialled. A man answered on the fourth ring. I asked for Robert Watson.


  His hesitant tone went well with the soft voice. “This is he.”


  “Camilla MacPhee here. You returned my earlier call.”


  “Yes. You were calling Frances. I guess you didn’t know.”


  “Know what?”


  “Were you friends?”


  I felt my head spin a bit. “We knew each other at university.”


  “Oh. That was a long time ago. So had you not heard?”


  “We haven’t really been in touch. I was calling because a mutual acquaintance was killed yesterday, and I wanted to let Frances know personally.” Not a complete fabrication.


  “I see. How dreadful. Well, unfortunately, there’s no easy way to say this. Frances died this summer.”


  “Died? Oh my god. I’m so sorry.”


  He had a definite catch in his voice. “Thank you. It was unexpected. An accident.”


  “A fall?” I blurted.


  “In a way. You may know we’ve had a hobby farm, south of Ottawa, for the past ten years. Frances did a lot of riding. She was thrown from her favourite mount.”


  The pause that followed was so protracted I thought for a moment he’d hung up.


  “Mr. Watson?” I said.


  “She broke her neck,” he said, his voice cracking.


  “That is tragic. When did it happen?”


  “Six weeks ago. July 13th. That’s the worst part. It was her birthday.”


  I scrambled for the right words. I had not liked Frances Foxall, but this sad-voiced man didn’t need to know that. “Frances was a remarkable woman. This must be extremely difficult for you.”


  “Yes,” he said. “Frances would have been pleased to speak to you. And I appreciate your call.”


  
    * * *
  


  I sat on my sofa and stared at nothing. Another person from the same Carleton cohort was dead. With Laura Brown and Sylvie Dumais, that made three. Three women who’d known each other and died accidentally within a few months. No goddam way was that a coincidence.


  Frances had died on July 13th. I tried to keep my buzzing head steady enough to think. July 13th. I had been caught up in the frantic search for Jimmy Ferguson. That would explain why I hadn’t heard about Frances’s death. A woman being killed in a fall from a horse would probably have made the local news.


  The paraded on the back of the sofa and rubbed her silky head against my neck. Gussie put his chin on my knees and sighed.


  “Thank you for your support. If only the rest of the world were like you two.”


  I had a couple of things left to do that evening. It was time to face the music. Lucky me, Alvin didn’t answer his phone or his cellphone. Mrs. Parnell picked up her cellphone on the first ring.


  “Mrs. P., I’m . . .”


  “Tremendously exhilarating, Ms. MacPhee. I wish you could have experienced it.”


  “Well, I can’t believe I missed it again.”


  “I’m sure you had your reasons. The flight was simply grand.”


  “You’re not upset?”


  “Spectacular views. Perfect clear sky. Like nothing else in the world.”


  “That’s great. Alvin’s message led me to believe you’d been becalmed, and you’d landed in the middle of a major roadway and everything was a disaster and that it was mostly my fault.”


  “We mustn’t let small setbacks get us down, Ms. MacPhee. Esprit de corps and all that.”


  “You mean you were becalmed?”


  “Nothing we couldn’t get ourselves out of.”


  “Good attitude. I just wanted to mention the reason I missed out on taking the photos tonight was because of my watch. It must have been damaged when I fell down the stairs at Laura’s place. I’m a bit confused because of the concussion, and, anyway, I screwed up, and I don’t know what I was thinking. I’ll be there tomorrow. For sure.”


  “These things happen. You have a lot on your plate right now. You’ll be back to your old self in due time.”


  “Count on it.”


  “Hold on, Ms. MacPhee, Young Ferguson wants a word.”


  “That’s okay. I don’t want to tie up your cellphone. I can talk to him later.”


  “Camilla?”


  “Oh, hello, Alvin.”


  “Yeah, right,” Alvin said. “Did you tell Violet your watch was wrong? What kind of lame excuse is that? Did the dog eat your watch?”


  Even on the phone I could imagine him, beaky nose ruby with outrage, cat’s-eye glasses more pointed than usual.


  “I wanted to be there. Things went wrong.”


  “These flights are important to Violet, you know. I don’t think a few photos would be too much trouble for a friend.”


  Apparently, Alvin had been reading the same kind of motivational handbook as my sisters.


  “See you tomorrow,” I said. “What? What’s that? Alvin. Can’t hear you. I’m losing the connection.”


  I snapped the cellphone closed.


  Call it self-defence.


  
    * * *
  


  The staff were bustling about Maisie’s Eatery, resetting tables, when I puffed through the door.


  “I’m looking for Jasmine,” I said.


  The woman at the front desk raised her sculpted eyebrow in a way that told me she’d be trouble. Her three-hundred-dollar highlighted hairdo, sexy navy suit and the shiny red four-inch heels said something, but it sure wasn’t “welcome”. I knew she was the owner-manager, but I guess she didn’t recognize me as an occasional customer. I’d be in a bad mood too if I had a facelift pulled that tight.


  “Ms. Thurlow is not available. We’re busy.”


  “Right.” Since the restaurant was less than half full, I doubted the rush would be beyond their control. But hey.


  “Why don’t you think of me as part of that rush? I’d like to be seated in Jasmine’s section.”


  She pursed her glossy red lips. “I’m not sure I can do that.”


  I’d met her counterpart before. They make their presence felt in corporate headquarters, airlines, complaint sections and law offices. Not that they worry me.


  “I’m a frequent customer, but I can always take my business elsewhere.”


  “Surely you understand we have policies.”


  “I have policies too. One of them is to get treated properly in the service industry. Oh well, it will make interesting reading,” I flipped out my little notebook from my pocket and flicked the top of my pen.


  Seconds later, I found myself seated at a corner table with a fine view of the kitchen. The owner was whispering intently to a tall, willowy young woman with a dark pixie haircut, a wide, expressive mouth and trendy angular glasses.


  The young woman made her graceful way toward me. Years of dance training, I decided. My sister Alexa walks the same way.


  “Sorry, if I caused you trouble,” I said. “I didn’t intend to.”


  She shrugged. “Don’t worry. If not you, then it would be somebody else. That’s just Norine.”


  “Is her bark worse than her bite?”


  “Let’s just say she barks, she bites and they can both be bad.”


  “I noticed. And you’re Jasmine?”


  “That’s me.”


  “I was in here earlier, and one of the other servers suggested you might be able to help me.”


  “You spoke to Chelsea. Yeah, she left me a message.”


  “Chelsea, right. She mentioned me?”


  “She’s a bud. She thought I’d want to help you.”


  “Did she tell you what I need?”


  “You were asking about a couple of women who came to the restaurant a few months ago.” Her wide mouth twitched. “That was a lot of detail for Chelsea. But her heart’s in the right place.”


  Finally, something was going my way. Jasmine was smart and pleasant and appeared to have a functioning sense of humour. Just the kind of person I’d been missing.


  “Crazy, I know. Two among thousands of customers. But it’s important and, at least, I got a good lunch out of it today.” I glanced over and noticed Norine assessing us. “I think I’d better order dinner.”


  “Being watched? Let me take your drink order, first.”


  “Excellent diversionary tactic,” I said, sounding a bit like Mrs. Parnell.


  I ordered mineral water, San Pellegrino. It goes against the grain for me to pay several dollars for something that comes free from the tap. Still, it wouldn’t fight with my painkillers.


  Jasmine brought my drink and listened while I described Laura Brown and the woman she was dining with. I explained about Laura’s death and my trouble finding her friends and family.


  She said. “I heard about that accident. They didn’t say her name on the radio. It gave me the shivers. I mean, right downtown in daylight should be the safest place, right?”


  “Good point.”


  “Do you have a photo of your friend? That would help.”


  “There don’t seem to be any photos of her, except for a batch from our college days. That’s why I’m all over town with these strange requests. Your friend said you might recognize her from a description.”


  “It’s possible. I am fascinated by faces.”


  I described Laura in detail. I even went so far as to talk about her purse on the table. “Small, structured bag, crocodile or something. Tan. Double handles.”


  Jasmine said, “We get lots of women in here with that general description. Plus I also work at a café in the west end, on my days off here. So I have a lot of faces in my head. I’ll try to narrow it down for you. But it’s not her you want, it’s the friends and the friends’ names. Right?”


  “Exactly.” Norine fixed her gimlet gaze on us.


  “Is this going to bring you grief?” I asked.


  “Well, it might be a good time to choose from the menu,” Jasmine said. “Diversionary tactic, as you said.”


  I picked the filet of beef, with garlic mashed potatoes and beet salad. What the hell. We’re only on this earth for a short time.


  “Good choice,” she said, taking my order with a flourish.


  Norine drifted towards us. “The place is filling up, Jasmine.”


  “Your filet will be right out,” Jasmine said with a wide smile.


  Short minutes later, the steak showed up. Maisie’s does an amazing filet, which would be worth going to a restaurant by yourself on a not-so-wonderful holiday weekend for, even if you weren’t tracking people. But Maisie’s is really famous for its desserts. And Jasmine was back with the two-page dessert menu seconds after I finished my meal. Norine had her eye on us, so I did my best imitation of a person fascinated by a selection of desserts. I pointed here and there and raised my eyebrows to indicate dessert-related questions.


  “My friend probably didn’t eat dessert. She was diabetic.”


  “Diabetic. That helps. And auburn hair, you said.”


  “She had an amazing smile. She always sat here in the window. She loved the sun.”


  Jasmine’s own smile was pretty amazing when it flashed. “I think I know your friend,” she said. “She came in often, if it’s the right person. She was usually with one other woman, but there were others.”


  “How many other people do you remember her having lunch with?” I said, pointing to the specialty coffees to throw Norine off the scent. “Was it always lunch? Did you ever see her at dinner?”


  “Hard to say.” Jasmine pointed at the Chocolate Triple Threat.


  “And you don’t have any names?” I said, nodding my head.


  “We don’t usually know our customers’ names, so I didn’t know your friend was called Laura. If we do take a reservation, it’s usually just the first name.”


  “Every bit helps.” I didn’t say what I was thinking. Everything in our world except maybe the personals, revolves around last names. Phone numbers, addresses. The kind of things I needed. Why would restaurants have to be different?


  “Don’t people leave their numbers when they make a reservation?”


  “They do. So if I can remember a first name or you can give me one, I could try to match it up with the reservation list.”


  “And you could give it to me.”


  “Afraid not,” Jasmine said. “Serious legal implications there.”


  “Don’t tell me, let me guess. You’re studying . . .”


  She laughed “Not yet. I start first year law at University of Ottawa this term. I don’t want to start by violating people’s privacy.”


  “U of O is my alma mater.”


  “You’re a lawyer?”


  “I run an advocacy agency for victims of violent crime.”


  Behind the trendy glasses, Jasmine’s large grey eyes shone. “You do? What is it?”


  “Justice for Victims.” I felt a stab of guilt. JFV had been getting short shrift of late. Still, I enjoyed the flash of admiration from Jasmine.


  “Justice is what it’s all about.”


  There’s a time and a place for idealism. I didn’t want to disillusion Jasmine, so I just nodded.


  “I can’t wait to get to work in the field. That’s why I’ve been working the two jobs all summer, so I can go straight through without having to take a year off. I know I can make a difference.”


  “You will. If we come up with a name, you can call the person and tell her I want to talk to her and why. Then it’s her choice.”


  “Good plan,” she said. “All we need is the name.”


  I snapped the dessert menu shut. “I’ll have a double cappuccino. Chocolate sprinkles on top.”


  We smiled at each other under the watchful eye of Norine. Jasmine had earned my respect. Plus a healthy tip.


  Eighteen


  I was too woozy to walk home. Once again I caught a cab. You can’t take it with you, as they say.


  The cab ride was not without usefulness. Spotless, well-cared for leather seats. Holly Cole playing on the stereo. The driver was dark-skinned, with crisp short black hair. I sat in the backseat and stared at the chiselled features in his photo as my head throbbed and spun. His name was Youssef, with a surname I was unable to pronounce in my medical condition. He was a lot like my regular emergency room doctor, minus the little moustache and the Newfoundland accent.


  “I don’t suppose by any stretch of luck you were a doctor before you drove a cab?” I knew better than to say before you came to Canada.


  He stared at me in the rear-view mirror. “Sorry. Engineer,” he said.


  “That’s too bad. I was hoping for a doctor. I have this concussion. It seems to be getting worse.”


  “Civil,” he added. “I can take you to the hospital if you want. I hear they have doctors there.”


  Everyone’s a comedian.


  I glanced again at his photo as we pulled into the driveway in front of my apartment building. That’s when it occurred to me. Why hadn’t I taken the box of photos with me when I went to Maisie’s? What a dope. Just because I didn’t know anyone, didn’t mean Jasmine wouldn’t recognize one of the people. I wasn’t at my sharpest this weekend.


  I thanked Youssef.


  He handed me a card with his unpronounceable last name and a cellphone number.


  “Let me know if you need any bridges built,” he said. “Or if you just need a cab to Emergency.”


  “I’ll settle for a ride downtown again in five minutes.”


  
    * * *
  


  If cats have eyebrows, then Mrs. Parnell’s cat raised hers when I limped through the door, as if to say, “It’s you again, how boring.” Gussie on the other hand, spun in a frenzy. I think he believes that seconds after I turn the key in the lock, there will be a walk.


  “Not this time, Gussie,” I said, checking my phone messages. Nothing. Not even “Unknown Name”, “Unknown Number” or “Number Blocked”. Not a single click. Talk about no social life.


  Gussie continued to spin, on his third twirl knocking the cat off the chair with his tail.


  “Sorry, no walk now.”


  My first mistake: entering the apartment. My second mistake: uttering the W word. Even with a negative. Gussie yelped with joy.


  “Be quiet.” This must have sounded like “walk”, because it earned me a few more barks. In turn that led to Mr. Crab Head banging on the wall. Which set Gussie off again.


  The banging turned to pounding. Gussie barked louder. More pounding.


  I hated that man.


  “Good dog,” I said. “You’ll have a nice ramble when I get back the next time.”


  My head was spinning more. My knees throbbed, and every scrape and bruise had its own little brand of pain. I decided the various aches and ouchies were probably making my head feel worse.


  I picked up the flowered box of photos, slipped into my new jean jacket with the butterfly embroidery on the back, grabbed my backpack, swilled a painkiller and slipped out the door.


  Gussie howled.


  Even though it was a busy weekend, Youssef seemed pleased to get the extra fare.


  
    * * *
  


  “Tried to, but I just can’t live without that dessert after all,” I said to Norine when I waltzed through the door at Maisie’s. “Chocolate, chocolate, chocolate.”


  Before she could seat me at some other server’s table, I hustled across the restaurant to the table I’d been at before. Someone else was already sitting there, so I took the next one, hoping it was still in Jasmine’s section.


  Norine followed me, glossy lips compressed, body language screaming “Ready for battle”.


  I whipped the napkin out of my glass with a flourish and fiddled with the fork. I turned to the people dining to my right.


  “Wonderful atmosphere here, isn’t it? And the desserts! Don’t leave without one. You’ll only end up coming back. I did.”


  They stared, their forks suspended in mid-air. But this was Ottawa, so in the end they had to nod politely.


  Norine knew when she was beaten. I could tell by the look on her face that she didn’t intend to lose to me again. We’ll see about that, I thought. Jasmine, on the other hand, produced her wide smile. Some tips have that effect on people.


  I ordered the white and dark chocolate cheesecake with raspberry cognac coulis and caramelized pecans, because after all, it was Labour Day weekend, and I had a head injury, and no one I didn’t care that much about had called me.


  The dessert certainly felt like it had health benefits. Well worth the inflated price. I’d blown a wad of cash on a guy named Youssef that day, and I still needed to hang on to more cab fare, so I had to accompany Jasmine to the desk to use my cash card. Everything had started to hurt again, and my slight dizziness had been replaced by intermittent flashing.


  “When you get a chance,” I said, as I keyed in my PIN, “I need you to look at some old photos. You might recognize some of the people.”


  “I’d be glad to.” She glanced in Norine’s direction. “But I don’t think I can do it here. She looks like she could put a stake through your heart.”


  “Does she?” I said, happily. Jasmine did not succeed in stifling a smile. “What time do you get off?” I asked.


  “Usually by ten-thirty, it’s pretty well empty here. I’m out around eleven, as a rule. Look out, she’s on her way over.”


  “I can wait for you.”


  “I wouldn’t do it here, if I were you,” she said. “Norine will just keep me late doing set-up for tomorrow. She’s made spite into an art form.”


  “We’re ahead of her. I’ll meet you somewhere else.” She hesitated. “I’ll be fast, honest.”


  “With two jobs, I need my rest. Could we meet tomorrow instead?”


  “I know this sounds strange, but it’s a serious matter, and I am desperate.” I fished around in my full backpack and finally pulled out a business card, only slightly crumpled. I scribbled my cell number on the back. “I only need about fifteen minutes. You pick the spot. I’ll be happy to pay you for your time.”


  “All fifteen minutes of it?” she smiled. The girl obviously knew her way around a toothbrush. “Double time and a half.”


  “You got it.”


  “How about I meet you at Legal Beagle? You know it?”


  “I’ve seen it. Catch you there between ten-thirty and eleven.” I could tell by the look on her face that a stormy encounter with Norine was on the horizon. I took the offensive and strode from the desk to head off Norine.


  “Wonderful desserts. Well worth the return trip. I’ll tell my friends.”


  She managed a smile that could chill soup. “Thank you.”


  I marched off with a jaunty step that belied the whirly stuff going on in my head.


  Legal Beagle.


  Cute.


  
    * * *
  


  I found myself at loose ends. Unfortunately, there wasn’t much I could do. Couldn’t annoy or be annoyed by my family, since they were at the cottage. Most of my friends had departed for the weekend. I’d already pissed off Elaine Ekstein, and anyway, she didn’t answer her phone. I could hardly go back to Mombourquette’s.


  I certainly wasn’t hungry.


  I’d hit a wall with Laura Brown. And I had time to kill. I wandered around the Byward Market, enjoying the evening scene. Restaurants were emptying, people were starting to trickle into bars. Foot traffic was heavy. Couples strolled by, holding hands, peering in the windows of shops and restaurants. I thought Elgin Street had a lot of restaurants, but new ones were springing up all over the place in the market. I wondered how long it would take to eat at every restaurant in the area, especially including all the fast food places. I love shawarmas. How many different types could I find there? It didn’t take long to get tired of the food game. I strolled up and down the narrow streets, William and Byward, peering at the shrouded market garden stalls, dodging laughing pedestrians. The last weekend of summer, and everyone was having fun jaywalking.


  Two girls roller-bladed by at breakneck speed, their matching blonde ponytails lit by the moon. Panhandlers stuck their hands out. I counted three buskers making music at different corners. The Roy Orbison lookalike was good, and the country guitar even better, but I was most impressed by a guy playing “Für Elise” on the accordion. I tossed a loonie into his cap on the sidewalk.


  You feel safe in the Byward Market at night, whether you should or not. That’s because there are always people everywhere. That set me thinking again. Having lots of people around hadn’t helped keep Laura alive. Was I wrong? Had Laura’s death really been just an accident? Tragic, but no more than being at the wrong place at the wrong time? Had my fall down her stairs been a bit of clumsiness on my part? Had I imagined the missing insulin?


  Was I wasting my time and everyone else’s trying to find out about her, when all I had to do was give the all clear for the burial, put the notice in the paper and see who showed up? Should I just stay home and rest until this head thing fixed itself?


  Self-doubt is not my best thing.


  I kept it at bay until it was time to meet Jasmine.


  
    * * *
  


  Legal Beagle was dark and swirling, black painted wood, matte finishes punctuated with the flash of stainless and the throb of neon. Pink, blue and purple neon accented signs, mirrors, doors. The bar was just starting to get moving. I felt like having a beer, but I ordered a San Pellegrino out of grudging respect for the drugs in my system.


  “Quiet tonight,” I said to the bartender.


  He glanced at the clock with its pink neon frame. “Still early.”


  It was 10:30 on Saturday night on the weekend. I sat and sipped my designer water and tried not to feel peevish as the minutes ticked by. At 11:10, as my second bottle of San Pellegrino neared the end, I figured it was time to call it quits. Jasmine wasn’t coming.


  At 11:11, I got up to leave, just as the other server, Chelsea, flounced through the door. Her hair was gelled into spikes, all green tonight, and her colour was high, even flushed. She wore a leather bomber jacket over an orange bustier teamed with a black spandex mini-skirt. First time I’d ever seen hand-tooled cowboy boots paired up with fishnet stockings. And to think I’d felt self-conscious because there were butterflies embroidered on my jean jacket.


  She ordered a Absolut Mandarin shooter before she said hello. Obviously an emergency.


  “I’m sorry.” She hopped up on the bar stool, showing quite a lot of fishnet. “I thought you might have left.”


  “Where’s Jasmine?”


  “You can’t believe what that bitch Norine put her through,” Chelsea said breathlessly.


  “I bet I can.”


  “She’s a real piece of work at her best. At her worst, which I think I’ve just seen, she’s unbelievable.”


  “She gives that impression even to the casual observer,” I said.


  Chelsea’s shooter arrived, along with a dose of sympathy from our waiter. “The hag still giving you a hard time?” he said.


  “She’s spreading it around.”


  “What do you mean?” I asked.


  “She’s got Jasmine doing stocktaking plus cash out and shut down. And she gave her setup for tomorrow.”


  “That explains why she’s not here. But I thought you weren’t working tonight.”


  “Jasmine sent me a message through one of the other girls. I said I’d catch you here. She’ll call you tomorrow after work.”


  I figured we needed to vent a bit, so I ordered my third San Pellegrino, or maybe it was my fourth. I’d be running to the bathroom all night, but so what. I didn’t have anything better to do.


  “When you have time,” I added, figuring the bartender was prepared to hear Chelsea’s story and offer constructive advice.


  Chelsea snarled, “Jasmine has to refill the fucking salt shakers.”


  The bartender gasped. “You have so got to get a new job.”


  “I am out of there,” Chelsea said.


  “Well, you could do a lot better,” he said. “Talk to management here.”


  “I might,” Chelsea said.


  “I’ll have that San Pellegrino in the meantime,” I said.


  Chelsea said, “I think it was deliberate. She figured out Jasmine was planning to meet with you, and she wanted to mess that up.”


  “Why?”


  “She doesn’t need a reason. She’s a fifth dan black belt in bitchery.”


  “Hmmm,” I said, wondering if I could use that line some time. “Too bad I caused Jasmine trouble.”


  “Not your fault. But next time I meet someone, it’s gotta be in Hull. I really need a smoke.”


  “We could grab a cab and head over if you want,” I said. “I’m in no rush.”


  “It’s okay. I just dropped in to give you the message. I got people to see.”


  “Right.”


  “Jasmine told me to give you her phone number and said she’d be happy to meet you. But please don’t contact her at work.”


  “Sure,” I said.


  Chelsea handed me a folded piece of paper. “That’s it, really.”


  I glanced at the slip of paper. I hated to drop it into the chaotic backpack.


  “Wait a minute.” I put the photo box on the table. “Since you’re here, maybe you can do something for me.”


  “Hope it won’t take long.”


  I fished out my best shot. “Have a quick look. Here’s a side view of Laura. Does she look familiar?” I slipped my last thirty dollars on the bar. It would mean a trip to an ATM for cab fare; but so what.


  Chelsea flicked a glance at the cash. It seemed to help her decision.


  “Not a great photo. What was she doing, hiding from the camera? When was this taken?”


  “A long time ago. And yes, I think she didn’t want the camera to catch her.”


  “No wonder. Yuck. Where did people get those ugly sweaters?”


  Fine words, considering the bustier and fishnets.


  “You get a sense of her overall look, although she’d gained a bit of weight recently.”


  “I think I’ve seen her.”


  “Can you look through the rest of these photos?”


  Chelsea gave a whoosh of exasperation. My bribe had worn off pretty fast.


  I said. “Maybe I should get a refund on that thirty.”


  She narrowed her eyes.


  “Come on, Chelsea. Just glance at these pictures and tell me if you recognize anyone from Maisie’s.”


  At that point, the bartender arrived back with Chelsea’s second vodka shooter. Plus a beer on the house for her and a San Pellegrino for me. Not on the house.


  I signalled for the bill. I wanted to indicate a sense of urgency to the bartender. I didn’t need to sit in on Chelsea’s career planning. “Is there anyone you recognize?”


  “Hard to say, with everyone looking so weird. The glasses are hysterical. Hadn’t people heard of contacts?”


  “Let’s just go through one by one,” I said. “I know you’re in a hurry.”


  “You got that right.”


  “So if we can just clip along.”


  “I’m late for a date now because of meeting you for Jasmine.”


  “Can you call your date? Let him know you’ll be delayed a couple of minutes?” I assumed it was a he.


  “I guess I could leave a message.”


  “Excellent. So, no one in this batch?”


  She shook her head. She didn’t try to call anyone.


  The second photo got a negative shake too. And so did the third. She wasn’t sure about the next one. There was something familiar about two of the people, but that was all.


  I squinted at the figures. The combination of the dark bar and the flashing neon and the post-concussion activity in my head made it hard to see clearly. I scrawled a note on the back of the photo. Elaine would have their life histories.


  “But I see a lot of people, you know?” Chelsea said.


  “I’m sure you do.”


  “And it’s not like work is my entire existence.”


  “You obviously have a lively social life,” I said.


  “And intellectual life,” she added.


  “Of course. It goes without saying.” It had never crossed my mind that Chelsea might have an intellectual life.


  I decided to finish the photo project before the vodka shooters and beer chaser hit her like a typhoon.


  I watched Chelsea flip through the shots in a desultory fashion. I was about to abandon hope when she gave a little start. Her foxy face lit up. “What’s this worth to you?”


  “Come again?”


  “Information is a commodity. You need it fast?”


  “Perhaps you have forgotten I’ve just given you thirty dollars.”


  “Well, I definitely recognize two people here from Maisie’s. They were fairly regular customers. They used to have lunch with another woman. Auburn hair, tall, a bit overweight, big smile.”


  Laura. Chelsea must have known who she was all along.


  “I know someone else she used to have lunch with. But she’s not in these pictures. And like I said, it’s going to cost you.”


  “Be serious.”


  “You need it. I have it. What’s it worth?”


  “We are talking about people finding out that a close friend has died.”


  “So in that case, say a hundred each.”


  “I’m astounded.”


  “Okay. No problem, got to go. I told you I was late.”


  “I don’t believe Jasmine would take this approach.”


  “Why don’t you wait for her then? You can get together by Monday or Tuesday.”


  “I don’t have that kind of money.”


  “There’s an ATM up the road.”


  I stared at her. This little minx thought information about Laura and her friends was a commodity. I had to admit she had me in a corner. But my chequing account didn’t have a spare three hundred just waiting for an extortion attempt.


  “End of season sale,” I said. “Two hundred for the three names. Take it or leave it.” I was about to hop down off the bar stool and head for the cash machine when I remembered the bills I’d found in the file at Laura’s. According to Laura’s will, it was all mine anyway. And this was for Laura.


  “All right.” I dug around the backpack and fished one of the hundreds from the envelope. “Let’s get a face first before we get the other hundred.”


  Chelsea shrugged. She stretched out a sharp green fingernail to point at Frances Foxall.


  I swallowed. “When did you see her?”


  “Back in the summer. Late June. July maybe.”


  “Frances Foxall.”


  “Want the other one?”


  I nodded and extracted another hundred.


  This time Chelsea pointed at Sylvie Dumais. “This one’s name is Sylvie. I haven’t seen her for a while.”


  “There’s a reason for that. She’s dead.”


  Chelsea shrugged. The second hundred vanished into some hidden pocket.


  “You want that third name? It will cost you another hundred.”


  “We had a deal.”


  She licked her lips. “I don’t recall agreeing to it.”


  I hated to give in, but on the other hand, Laura’s money was there, and no matter how much I felt like giving Chelsea a swift kick instead of a large bill, she had provided me the identity of two people who had been at Carleton with Laura, who had had lunch with her, and who were now dead. I needed that third name. I slapped the last hundred dollar bill on the bar. I kept my hand on it. “After this, do you have more information?”


  “This is it.” She reached forward to pick up the bill.


  “The name,” I said, keeping it firmly under my palm.


  She shrugged. “Bianca.”


  Not enough to let go of the cash. “I don’t know a Bianca.”


  “Your friend Laura did. She had lunch with her all the time. Including last week.”


  “How do you know her name?”


  “Bianca used to make the reservations when they had lunch together. You get to know the regulars at Maisie’s.”


  So sly little Chelsea had known who Laura was all along.


  “Do you have a last name?”


  “Just Bianca.”


  “What about a phone number?”


  “That will cost you another two hundred.”


  “Be serious. I’ve given you more than enough for a single name.”


  “Your problem. Another two hundred or forget it.”


  “I don’t have another two hundred.” If I’d feigned a lack of interest earlier, it might have put me in a better bargaining position. “Maybe I could pay you tomorrow.”


  “Call me at Maisie’s when you have the cash. I’m out of here.” Chelsea snatched the hundred. I sat with my mouth hanging open as she skittered out to the sidewalk.


  Nineteen


  I slipped Jasmine’s number into my pants pocket and hopped off the bar stool, jarring my knees and creating a few new stars in my brain.


  “Going somewhere?” The bartender plunked the check in front of me.


  “Hang on until I speak to Chelsea.”


  “I don’t think so.”


  “Right.” I reached into my backpack for my cash card and came up empty.


  He raised an eyebrow.


  I patted my pockets.


  He curled his upper lip.


  I said, “It’s in here somewhere.”


  He crossed his arms.


  Pockets, no luck. It didn’t help that my head was spinning.


  “I can’t imagine what happened to my card,” I said. That must have been a familiar tune, because the bartender had slipped around the bar and neatly blocked my exit. I patted my pockets again. Thinking back to the last time I’d had the card.


  Maisie’s.


  I closed my eyes and tried to remember if I’d picked it up after I’d paid for my dessert. No. The card must still be back on the cash at Maisie’s. And Maisie’s was probably closed.


  I could still see Chelsea through the window of Legal Beagle. She was engaged in an animated conversation on her cellphone. She gestured toward Legal Beagle. Most likely making her excuses to the boyfriend and placing the blame on me. If I’d had any money left, I’d have bet she didn’t mention her recent windfall.


  If I could get to Chelsea fast enough, maybe I could “borrow” a bit of Laura’s cash back, write her an IOU and repay her the next day, considering most of the tab was for her vodka shooters. Dealing with Chelsea would be easier than making an arrangement with this particular bartender. My luck held. Someone called to him, and he turned his head long enough for me to sidle away from the bar.


  By the time I reached the sidewalk, Chelsea was gone. I peered up and down the street. No green tips anywhere.


  Maisie’s was my only choice. I hightailed it up the road, turning to see if the bartender was in pursuit. I hoped to find someone still at Maisie’s, collect the card, get to an ATM, return and pay my tab, before the bartender called the cops.


  The telephone poles were doubling and threatening to triple. The street lights shimmered. They were all kind of pretty in an unnerving way.


  I made my way with caution, occasionally putting my hand on a wall to steady myself. I suppose passers-by thought I was just another drunk, but that was the least of my problems.


  I clutched the box of photos under my arm. I sat on the curb for a while, watching out of the corner of my eye for unsavoury late-night types who might see me as prey. People left me alone. Looking drunk probably helped. I struggled up the stairs to Maisie’s without falling over. I banged on the locked door. No answer. I pressed my nose to the glass.


  I shouted. “Please open up. I forgot my cash card.”


  No one came. Something told me those shadows in the back of the restaurant were people who could damn well hear me but wouldn’t come to the door. But that could have been the concussion talking.


  I raised my voice. “I know goddam well you are in there.”


  Nothing.


  “As long as you have my card, I’ll keep hammering.”


  Ten minutes later, I added sore knuckles to my list of ailments. This no longer seemed to be the best use of my time.


  “I’ll be back,” I yelled. “You can’t steal cards and get away with it.” Fine words from someone who’d skipped out on a bar bill.


  I slunk down the stairs and onto the sidewalk. At least in the crisp late night air, I could think better. I was way too dizzy for a forty-five minute walk. But I did have people to rely on.


  Mrs. Parnell is reliable, willing and never sleeps. But she didn’t answer her phone or her cell. Ditto Alvin. Probably off kicking up their heels to celebrate their flight. My sisters would send their husbands in a heartbeat, but I didn’t want to wait an hour for them to get into town. Or get dragged back to the cottage.


  P. J. must have been prowling the city looking for doomed cats or something. I left him a message with my whereabouts in the hope he’d get the call soon. But I could hear sirens wailing towards Hull, so that was bad news. P.J. would probably be checking out whatever had stimulated the sirens.


  I could have called the cops, since the Maisie’s people had my card illegally, but I knew damn well they wouldn’t take it seriously.


  Elaine didn’t answer her phone. I left a message saying where I was and what had happened.


  I even thought about calling Youssef, but cabs require cash.


  So I was stuck.


  In the end, I called Leonard Mombourquette. I had nothing to lose.


  Maybe Mombourquette was tending to his tiny, perfect garden in the moonlight. He didn’t pick up.


  It was getting harder to stand up straight, so I plunked myself on the curb again. I left a detailed message for Mombourquette. I may have exaggerated the seriousness of my predicament. But only slightly.


  I was sure he wouldn’t want my death on his conscience, in addition to his other troubles.


  There are worse things than sitting on a curb for twenty minutes while everyone parties around you on what is supposed to be the best weekend of the year. But at that moment, I couldn’t actually think of any of them.


  I stared at the shimmering people and buildings, fiddled with my cellphone and tried to figure out a better course of action. I found myself mesmerized by the minarets on the sign of the Turkish restaurant across from me. They reminded me of something.


  What?


  The minarets did a subtle yet elegant belly dance. Interesting culture, I thought.


  But what was I trying to remember?


  Something.


  Oh, yes.


  A name.


  A place name. Turkish.


  Istanbul?


  That was the name of the restaurant? Something like it.


  What did that remind me of?


  Stop the swirling, I’m dizzy.


  I know I know I know what it is.


  Constantinople!


  In the excitement of remembering, I let down my guard. I felt myself propelled forward into the late-night traffic. I lay on the road, stunned. Hands grabbed my shoulders and pulled. Or were they pushing? I did my best to fight them off. The last thing I remembered was yelling out Constantinople again. A lovely light show played in my head, rivalling the Canada Day fireworks, but much, much closer to home.


  I heard the faraway blare of horns and the screech of brakes.


  Twenty


  A few words of advice: try not to pass out cold, sprawled half on the street, half on the sidewalk, in the Byward Market on a Saturday around midnight. Especially if you have been sitting on a curb immediately prior to this. In addition, do not yell at passing cars. Such behaviour brings out the police officers, but not the big friendly ones you learned about in elementary school.


  “Constantinople,” I said confidently as I raised my head to greet the constables who were approaching. “I need to go to Constantinople immediately.”


  The female officer snorted. “Constantinople? Ma’am, you must mean detox.”


  “Detox?” I batted away her helping hand. “I’m not drunk.”


  “Do you want to try standing up, ma’am?”


  “Hey, where’s my box of photos, they’re important. And my backpack. What happened to that?”


  “No idea, ma’am.”


  I squinted at a lump halfway down the block. “That looks like it. What’s it doing way down there?”


  The officers exchanged glances, but one of them trotted the half-block and picked up my backpack.


  “Now just try and stand up, ma’am.”


  “I don’t feel like standing up. Somebody rolled me into the traffic. That’s not legal.”


  I twisted around to see who that somebody might have been. The sidewalk swam, the cops divided into doubles, then triples. No problem. I was used to that. But quadruples were new. I didn’t like them at all. I closed my eyes. “My head is out of control.”


  “We can see that, ma’am.”


  “Did I mention I hate being called ma’am?”


  “No, ma’am.”


  A wave of nausea washed over me. I opened my eyes and tried not to upchuck Maisie’s Chocolate Triple Threat onto the eight pairs of regulation style police footwear in front of me.


  “Come along into the car, ma’am,” the not-so-nice officer said. “We’ll make sure you’re all right at the station.”


  “Hold on. I may have a concussion, but I haven’t lost my law degree, and last I heard, there was nothing in the criminal code or in the civic ordinances about sitting on the goddam curb.” Fine words, although even I could tell they were coming out a bit slurred. I sank back to the same curb while speaking.


  “True enough,” the officer said, with a too-wide grin. “But we have complaints about you disturbing the peace.”


  “What?”


  “Dis–tur–bing the peace,” she said with entirely unnecessary emphasis.


  “What are you talking about, disturbing the peace? Look around. You have me mixed up with hundreds of drunken louts.”


  I had drawn quite a crowd. There’s nothing more entertaining than someone else getting arrested.


  “Attempted break-in, too. That has some teeth,” she continued merrily.


  “What?”


  “And don’t forget uttering threats. That was still illegal when I signed on tonight.”


  This would have been a good time to demonstrate grace and dignity. But I felt a surge of panic at the thought of being arrested and probably strip-searched and tossed into a cold damp cell. I never understood how anyone could get through that. I used to imagine jail cells and holding tanks when I had legal aid clients. The images helped me to work up a good head of steam for court. I didn’t want to be in one of those cells, ever. I tried to stand up. On the third try, I managed, but without dignity, let alone grace.


  “Let’s see if I understand. You are saying I uttered threats? Me?”


  “You got it.”


  “Who accused me?”


  “How about getting into the car, ma’am?”


  “Don’t call me, ma’am. I have the right to know who accused me, and that hasn’t changed since you signed on tonight.” Slur slur.


  “We got a call from Maisie’s Eatery.”


  “Ah. Probably from the person who kept my cash card tonight.”


  “Then someone of your exact description took off from Legal Beagle without paying.”


  “That’s because of the cash card.”


  “Explain it at the station, ma’am.”


  “Do you know officers Yee or Zaccotto? They can tell you I have a concussion, and I am a lawyer, not a drunk, and definitely not a criminal.”


  “I think those guys are on days this week.”


  “Okay. Maybe you should call my brother-in-law. He’s a Detective Sergeant on the Ottawa Force. Really. Major Crimes.”


  “Is he on duty tonight?”


  “No, he’s at the family cottage.”


  “How about you use your one phone call to reach him from the station?”


  “Wait a minute. I’ll call him now. Hey, where’s my phone? Shit, it’s not in my backpack. Who stole my phone?”


  I just hate it when people roll their eyes. She said, “Check for a phone, guys.”


  “And my jacket’s gone. Do you see a jean jacket? New. With butterflies.”


  “We’ll look around, but it’s time for you to get into the car, ma’am.”


  Lucky me, I was saved from a trip to the cells by a furtive scurrying through the crowd. Never thought I’d be so glad to see Mombourquette. Every mean thought I’d ever had about him evaporated.


  “Oh, hey, Sarge,” the female officer said.


  The other officer gave Mombourquette a respectful nod. A gesture appropriate from a junior colleague. A subtle expression of support.


  Mombourquette took a minute to huddle with the constables. They relayed a quite animated version of what I was supposed to have said and done. The female officer waved her arms a lot.


  “I’ll look after this, if it’s all right with you guys,” Mombourquette said.


  “Who are you calling ‘this’?” I said.


  “She did have a head injury last night. And she is Conn McCracken’s sister-in-law. I’ll take her to the hospital to see if the concussion is causing her bizarre behaviour.”


  The female officer wasn’t so quick to let go. “We got a fistful of complaints.”


  I said, “What do you mean, bizarre behaviour?”


  Mombourquette’s dear little whiskers twitched. “If anyone lays charges, I’ll see she shows up at the right time and place.”


  “No problem,” the male officer said.


  I said, “Charges? I’m the one should lay charges.”


  The female winked. “Careful, Sarge. She’s a handful.”


  “I hear ya,” Mombourquette said, leading me toward his car, conveniently parked on the sidewalk. I guess old habits die hard.


  “Hey, Lennie,” I said as I fumbled my way into the passenger side. “You sure took your time.”


  “Something tells me I should have left you there.”


  “But they would have tossed me into the ladies drunk tank.”


  “You got it.”


  “I already had a concussion, who knows what I have now. I could have died in a cell.”


  “Don’t put thoughts in my head,” Mombourquette said.


  
    * * *
  


  “We need to get to the bottom of this situation,” I said as we cooled our jets in Emerg.


  “One more time,” Mombourquette said. “There is no ‘we’. There is only you and I. You were acting like a lunatic, and I helped you out for the sake of your family. You’re damn lucky you’re not being arraigned as we speak. And just so there’s no mistake, as soon as you get cleared by a doctor, we will both go to our respective homes. Stop making things worse.”


  “Whatever. Can I use your cellphone?”


  Mombourquette’s jaw clenched. “Use your own cellphone and . . .”


  “I told you it was stolen. So were my photos, and my new jean jacket is gone too. I love that jacket. Those cops were no help.”


  Mombourquette said nothing. I fished in the backpack for Jasmine’s number, but I didn’t have any luck. “There’s someone I need to talk to, and I’m having trouble seeing. Can you find a slip of paper with a phone number on it? It should say Jasmine, and it’s in here somewhere.”


  “Even if you find the number, you’re not allowed to use a cellphone in the hospital. You, of all people, should know that.”


  That was one of a million ordinary life details I was having trouble remembering.


  “What harm can it do? We’re nowhere near the operating rooms, and as you keep pointing out, it’s the middle of the night. This person could be the key to the case.”


  “That’s another thing I’d like to make clear. There is no case.”


  “Is.”


  “Isn’t.”


  “Is.”


  “Look, Camilla, if you think there’s a case, then you get on it. I am on administrative leave, and if I get tangled up in anything like a case, the shit will hit the entire cooling system. So, for me, there is no case.”


  “Okay then.” I felt my head clear briefly. “It doesn’t matter if you get involved, because there is no case, since according to everyone in the police, there was no murder. See? It depends on how you look at it.”


  Mombourquette said. “The answer’s still no.”


  “Once we get out of here, all you have to do is help me in one of these ways, which are not illegal, not dangerous, and not out of line for a private citizen such as yourself.”


  “No again.”


  “Let me tell you what they are, first.”


  “Nope.”


  “One, retrieve my cash card from Maisie’s. That way I can get some money, pay off Legal Beagle—maybe I didn’t tell you about that.”


  “I don’t want to know.”


  “Two, help me get my photos back. I’ve been trying to explain to you that this girl, Chelsea, is one of the servers at Maisie’s. I met with her a few hours ago, before the incident at the curb. She recognized three people in the photos of the old Carleton crowd. Elaine dug out the shots for me.”


  Mombourquette massaged his temples.


  “The thing is that two of these people are dead. Dead. So-called accidents.”


  “Accidents happen.”


  “We’re talking three women in their forties, friends from university. One drowned in June. One was thrown from her horse in July. And now, in August, we have the third, Laura, falling to her death in downtown Ottawa.”


  “Coincidence.”


  “I need to show the photos to Jasmine. She’s a lot more intelligent than Chelsea.” I didn’t say less grasping. “I’m hoping she’ll recognize other people. Maybe one of them can help us.”


  “Let it go.”


  “The photos are in a flowered box. The cops didn’t care, because they thought I was drunk. But if you ask them to look around. It’s so important.”


  “I believe the term is ‘belligerent drunk’.”


  “Fine, then if you could just find Jasmine’s number, then you can be on your way. Can you see a small sheet of paper in my pack?”


  “No.”


  “Two seconds of your time. Please.”


  “For the last time, I am not taking any part in your investigation.”


  “It’s just a piece of paper. And what are you doing here? If not taking part in an investigation?”


  “I am spending way too long,” he made a big deal out of glancing at his watch, “in an Emergency waiting room because of your fondness for getting concussed.”


  “We’re already in one of the examination rooms. And what do you mean my fondness for . . .”


  Before I could finish, we were interrupted by a doctor, holding a file. Wouldn’t you know, it was my regular guy.


  Dr. Hasheem shone a lot of lights in my eyes. “This is getting to be a bad habit,” he said.


  Mombourquette said. “She’s in and out all the time.”


  “It’s not necessary for you to stay during the examination, Leonard.” I injected just enough firm warning into my voice.


  “We need to know what the doctor says about you sitting on curbs in the Market in the night and then rolling into the street. I want to hear if he thinks that’s a good idea.”


  “I don’t, actually,” the doctor said.


  “Well, you’re not aware of the circumstances,” I said. “Let me explain.”


  The doctor was checking the record. “Weren’t you here this past June?”


  “July,” I said.


  “And I remember something about the winter. Hypothermia?”


  “Yes.”


  “And a broken leg, if I am not mistaken.”


  “Not such a big deal, really.”


  “And then twenty-four hours ago. Fall down a flight of stairs. Possible concussion.” He gave Mombourquette a speculative glance. “I’d like to speak to your wife alone. Would you mind waiting outside, sir?”


  Mombourquette squeaked, “What do mean, wife?”


  The doctor shrugged. “Fine. Significant other. Partner. Girlfriend. Doesn’t matter. Please wait outside.”


  “We’re not together,” Mombourquette said, bristling.


  “Whatever you do, don’t corner him, Doctor,” I said.


  Dr. Hasheem meant business. “Outside.”


  I managed not to laugh, but only because it would have hurt. “He’s not responsible for any of my injuries.”


  “He’ll wait outside anyway.”


  I said, “I’ll let you know when the cat’s away, Lennie.”


  There was no humour in Dr. Hasheem’s face as he held the door open. Mombourquette slithered through and vanished.


  It took a while to convince Dr. Hasheem that Mombourquette was just an innocent bystander. Five minutes later, the doctor let him back in the room.


  I continued to check out symptoms. “So, forgetting things. Even important things? That’s a sign?”


  “Sure is.”


  “Nothing to worry about then?”


  “Depends.”


  Dr. Hasheem wrapped up the exam and sat on the little stool. “You have a Grade Three concussion. We’re going to have to keep an eye on you for a while. Did you say you live alone?”


  “Happily.”


  “I think we’re going to admit you. We’re waiting for a bed.”


  “No, no. I can’t be admitted. I have animals to look after.”


  “Animals to take care of. Well, that’s not actually our guiding principle for treatment.” If I’d closed my eyes, I would have imagined Rick Mercer talking. I kept them open. Life was weird enough already.


  “I feel much better already. Probably just being reassured.”


  “We are talking about a brain injury, and we don’t want to take any chances. Someone needs to monitor you.”


  “Not a problem. Leonard will be glad to do it. Won’t you?”


  Dr. Hasheem managed to overlook Mombourquette’s squeak. He said, “You may find she seems restless, agitated or irritable.”


  Mombourquette said, “What else is new?”


  Dr. Hasheem blinked. “Watch out for vomiting, one pupil larger than the other.”


  “I don’t think . . .” Mombourquette interrupted.


  But Dr. Hasheem was in charge. “And slurred speech,” he added.


  Uh-oh.


  “Right,” Mombourquette said.


  “Convulsions and seizures, it should go without saying.”


  “It should,” I said, clearly and crisply.


  “No booze,” he added.


  “No problem,” I said.


  “And make sure she’s not alone for the next day or so.”


  “What?” Leonard said.


  “Make sure she’s not alone. Is that hard to understand?”


  “Well, there’s a big difference between monitoring someone and not leaving them alone.”


  “How else are you going to watch for deterioration in her condition? You don’t want her slipping into a coma, do you?”


  Mombourquette showed his incisors.


  Dr. Hasheem snapped the file shut. “Get her back in here right away if you see any of the those signs I mentioned. You’ll need to wake her up every couple of hours to check.”


  Mombourquette said, “But we don’t even like each other.”


  “Don’t be petty, Leonard.”


  “She’d be better off in the hospital. Camilla, did you ask the doctor if your concussion would cause you to shout out nonsense at the top of your lungs?”


  “What are you talking about?”


  “You. According to reports you were in the market, rolling in the street and shouting ‘Constantinople. That’s the answer.’ ”


  “Did not. Oh, wait a minute. That rings a bell.”


  “You have to admit that’s more than a little bit strange, Doctor,” Mombourquette said.


  “Right. I’d forgotten about Constantinople. I was walking through the Market earlier in the evening, and I saw this restaurant called Instambouli, or something like it, with a little graphic of minarets. It’s coming back now. Is that typical of a head injury, Dr. Hasheem?”


  Dr. Hasheem was already halfway out the door. “Shouting out the names of historic cities? First I’ve ever heard about it.” He closed the door behind him.


  I said, “Don’t worry, Leonard. I have plenty of friends. You just need to get me home. Let’s make tracks. Health resources are stretched to the limit, as you know.”


  “You mean take you home and hang around all night. You heard the doctor, someone’s got to wake you up every couple of hours.”


  “No problem. I’m sure my sisters will understand if I die. Alone. And in terror. I’ll leave a note.”


  Mombourquette turned pale. “Don’t bring your sisters into this. You’re not going to die, for God’s sake.”


  “I might.”


  “Fine. I’ll take you to your sisters now.”


  I called his bluff. “Excellent. They’re at the cottage, an hour north of here, maybe a bit longer, because it’s slow going on the back roads at night.”


  A nurse stuck her head in the door and said, “Can you move along? We need this examination room.”


  Mombourquette narrowed his beady eyes at me.


  I said, “What’ll it be, Leonard? Your place or mine?”


  Twenty-One


  The first light of dawn was turning the sky pink when we settled into my apartment on Sunday morning. Mombourquette seemed skittish sitting on my sofa. Perhaps because Mrs. Parnell’s cat was watching him intently. Gussie ogled the cat with much the same expression.


  Mombourquette was having a rough time lately. I felt kind of sorry for him. He was bravely camping out where the cat might get him, just so I didn’t lapse into a coma. It wasn’t like we were friends or anything. He didn’t even like me. But when no one else was available, he’d gone the distance. Even bailing me out in the Market could have meant big trouble for him. But Mombourquette was an old-fashioned cop who believed in doing the right thing. I admire that. I remembered how relieved I’d felt when he’d shown up. I felt a surge of gratitude.


  “Thanks, Leonard,” I said.


  He stared at me warily. “What?”


  “I appreciate what you’re doing. Keeping me out of jail and taking me to the hospital and all.” His mouth hung open. “I’m grateful. Did I already say that? Why do you have that expression on your face, Leonard?”


  “I was just wondering if this uncharacteristic civility meant your condition was worsening.”


  “I don’t feel like fighting any more.”


  “You’re scaring me.”


  “I’m restless. I need to take action. Oh, I know what I can do.”


  “Please don’t do anything.”


  “I was just going to hunt for Jasmine’s telephone number in my backpack.” I dumped the contents of my backpack on the coffee table. My vial of painkillers rolled off and landed on the floor. I picked them up. “Glad I didn’t lose those. I don’t know where that phone number could have gone. It was right in here. Hey, wait a minute. Where’s the will?”


  Mombourquette said, “I’m going to hate myself for asking, but what will?”


  “Didn’t I tell you about the will? Maybe I didn’t. Okay. Laura Brown named me as the sole beneficiary in her will.”


  “Huh.”


  “I found the will in her house when I was searching for the names of her contacts, and I had it in my backpack. Now it’s gone. So someone took my phone and the photos and the will and my favourite jacket. But they left my keys and my ID and my new book. You know what’s weird? I can understand someone taking the phone and even the jean jacket, but why would anyone steal a will? And the box of old photos?”


  “Tell you what,” Mombourquette said after a deep sigh. “If you’re doing okay in a bit, I’ll drive to the Market and see if your things turned up. According to the uniforms, you fell right into the road, maybe the will rolled into the gutter. Could be the photos blew away.”


  “Crap. I wonder if the phone number blew away too. I’ll have to catch Jasmine at the restaurant when I get my cash card.”


  “Listen, Camilla. Not a good idea to go back to that restaurant. I’ll get your card for you.”


  “That’s decent of you. Can you ask about Jasmine? Please don’t keep sighing like that. It’s important. There’s something else about Maisie’s, but I can’t think what it is. My brain is so fuzzy.”


  “Just try and recuperate. You’ll remember soon enough,” Mombourquette said through a giant yawn.


  I yawned too. More than once. But I really needed to tell Mombourquette something. What? Oh, yes. “That reminds me, Leonard. I remember why Constantinople is important. Before I forget again . . .”


  But he was already snoring. Or maybe I was.


  
    * * *
  


  Someone shook my shoulders.


  I gasped and opened my eyes. “Are both my pupils the same size?” Mombourquette nodded. “Good. What time is it?” I said.


  Mombourquette checked his watch. “Seven.”


  “Oh, no.”


  I hobbled over to the window. Sure enough, the sky was full of bright balloons, floating dreamily along the Ottawa River and off toward the Gatineau hills. Poster perfect.


  I’d missed another goddam launch. So much for being a person you could count on.


  I couldn’t even take it out on Mombourquette, since we were going through this nicey nicey phase.


  I reached Mrs. P.’s voice mail and apologized at length. I knew she’d give me the benefit of the doubt, but I didn’t want to contemplate Alvin’s reaction. “Long story, Mrs. P. I’ll explain later. I’ll make up for it tonight. Should get some great shots.”


  Mombourquette had dozed off again. He looked kind of cute in a soft, rodential way.


  As long as things were going badly, I decided to let Elaine know about the missing photos. The sun was up, so she might be too. Apparently not. I held the phone away from my ear. Across the room, Mombourquette’s eyes popped open at the sound of Elaine’s voice. He scurried into the kitchen.


  I said, “Not such a big deal, Elaine. We had great results. We just need to find some more photos from the same grouping. If . . . aw, don’t be like that. Anyway, it’s only if they don’t turn up when Leonard checks out the Market later.”


  “She’ll get over it,” I said to Mombourquette in the kitchen after I’d hung up.


  He said, “That is one scary female.”


  “Oh, she’s not so bad, once you get used to her,” I said.


  “If you say so. Do you know there’s nothing to eat in your house? That’s not good for you. Your brain needs proper food.”


  “I have coffee,” I said.


  “There’s no cream for it. Not even milk.”


  I considered that: My nausea had subsided. Mombourquette had a point. “Food. Great idea. I don’t usually eat at home. Let’s go out for breakfast.”


  “You should stay here. It’s safer. You can’t get into trouble.”


  “I guess we could call for take-out. What do you want? Chinese? Italian? Greek? I’ve got all the menus.”


  “I was thinking more like breakfast. Bran buds? Porridge? Muesli?”


  “Muesli? What is muesli anyway?”


  “You stay here and be good. I’ll go find us some decent food.”


  
    * * *
  


  Be good. Not as easy as it sounds. Gussie had an idea involving the park. However, if you’ve been rolling in the gutter, scuffling with the police and then sleeping fully clothed sitting up on the sofa, next to a person you don’t know all that well, you’re just not ready to run into the neighbours. I was definitely well enough to take a shower.


  “Soon, Gussie,” I said.


  When Mombourquette left, I hopped out of my clothes. I wasn’t sure whether to toss them in the empty hamper or drop them into the incinerator. The hamper won. My wardrobe’s not that extensive. As I emptied my pockets, I found a crumpled piece of paper with Jasmine’s telephone number.


  I hustled to the phone and dialled. Oddly enough, considering it was early morning, the line was busy.


  I tried again after I’d showered and dressed. “Hang on, Gussie,” I said. “This is important. And it won’t take long.”


  This time Jasmine answered on the first ring.


  “Jasmine? It’s Camilla MacPhee. I know it’s early, and I apologize for that. I realize you are working a couple of jobs, and I was afraid I’d miss you. I need to talk about Laura’s luncheon companions. Can we meet somewhere? Anywhere but Maisie’s. It’s really urgent.”


  Jasmine let out a long, eerie wail. “She’s dead.”


  I kept my cool and spoke slowly. “Of course, she’s dead. That’s why I have to talk to you. I need to find out about a woman called Bianca. I must get in touch with her. Can I meet you before you go into work today?”


  There was such a quaver in her voice, I couldn’t make out what she was saying.


  “Sorry, Jasmine, could you repeat that?”


  “Chelsea. My friend.”


  “What about her?”


  “She’s dead.”


  “Chelsea’s dead?” I sank back onto the sofa, my throat constricted. “I can’t believe it. I was just talking to her last night. What happened?”


  It took Jasmine a couple of tries to explain. “The police said she was walking over the bridge to Hull, and she jumped or fell into the river. They asked if she might have been on drugs or been drunk or something. Can you believe that?”


  “I had a fall myself, and the police took that exact attitude.”


  “Anything close to the market, and they act like everyone’s a criminal or a druggie.”


  “But Chelsea had more than a few drinks. I know because we were together at Legal Beagle.”


  Jasmine stopped sobbing. A steely note entered her voice. I thought I detected the lawyer she was going to become. “Chelsea could hold her liquor better than anyone I ever met.”


  “I’m sorry. I’m not saying she was drunk, but she might have been vulnerable to someone. Let down her guard. Maybe someone tried to rob her.” All I heard were sobs at the other end.


  I waited for Jasmine to calm herself. “I’m sorry about your friend.”


  My heart was thumping. Chelsea had been alive and lively, laughing and looking after number one just a few hours earlier. I’d hardly known her, and she’d done her best to take advantage of me in her own high-spirited way. She’d known something about the women who lunched with Laura. Now she was dead. There just had to be some connection.


  “I know this is tough for you, but where can we meet?” I said.


  “I don’t want to see anyone. Leave me alone.”


  “Be careful who you talk to, Jasmine,” I shouted.


  I hate dial tones.


  Was it my imagination, or was it getting harder to stay alive in safe little old Ottawa?


  
    * * *
  


  “Of course, I’m all right, Leonard. You’ve only been gone forty-five minutes. Hey, what’s in the box?”


  The cat, who had been snoozing languidly on the sofa, woke up and licked her lips.


  Mombourquette’s nose twitched. All four of them did, in fact. He had developed a distinct silvery shimmer. It was quite appealing, in a disturbing way. Perhaps the appeal was heightened by the fact he’d brought two large double doubles from Tim Hortons. The box also held an intriguing selection of doughnuts. Even if you divided by four, it was a feast. My symptoms seemed to be coming back, but I figured those puppies would fix them. This new thing about being polite to each other certainly had side benefits.


  “Sorry, I couldn’t find anything more nutritious.”


  “Are you kidding? This is great. Thanks.”


  He frowned. “You look quite pale.”


  “I’m okay, but I have something to tell you,” I said, peering into the jumbo box of doughnuts. “I’ve got some bad news and some good news. What do you want first?”


  “You’d better have breakfast first.”


  “Excellent point, Leonard. I could use a doughnut to steady myself. This beats muesli any day. Speaking of news, any luck in the market?”


  “I checked around for your stuff. Sorry, there was no sign of anything. And Maisie’s is still closed. I got in touch with the guys on patrol. They were just going off shift.”


  “And they hadn’t seen anything?”


  “They said there was no box or anything else near you when they arrived. They looked, because apparently you were making quite the fuss.”


  “I didn’t think they took me seriously.”


  “Probably didn’t, but they told me they checked anyway. I believe them.”


  “Someone must have stolen it.”


  “Doesn’t make sense. I can understand why someone took your new jacket. If they’d also taken a watch, I could understand. A piece of jewellery, sure. ID or credit cards, no question. Drugs. Car keys. Even your shoes. Fair game with someone passed out. Even your rings.”


  I stared at my wedding band and engagement ring. “God, someone would take those?”


  “Happens.”


  “Well, that proves my point, Leonard. Why the photos and the will? Doesn’t that tell us something?”


  “No street person or druggie or casual thief is going to leave your ID and prescription painkillers and take a bunch of photos.”


  “Exactly. But someone did. Don’t you wonder why?”


  Not one of the shimmering Mombourquettes made eye contact with me.


  I said, “It’s a setback, but the will’s on file, and Elaine has tons of pictures. I’ll call her back.”


  Mombourquette sighed. “I wish that was all you had to worry about, Camilla.”


  Twenty-Two


  “I refuse to worry about anything,” I said, “until I finish my coffee and doughnut. I’m thinking about the double chocolate glaze and the honey almond next. Unless you have your eye on them.”


  “Good thinking,” he said. “The problems aren’t going anywhere. I’ll have the maple glaze and the Boston cream.”


  “You got Boston cream? Boston cream is my favourite.”


  Mrs. Parnell’s cat had been positioned on the table next to Mombourquette, regarding him speculatively. Despite the presence of doughnuts, Gussie had dozed through everything, farting with contentment.


  After we’d eaten, I said, “Let’s take Gussie for his walk. I promised him. It’s a matter of some urgency.”


  Gussie woke up and barked as if to prove the point. For added effect, the neighbour next door banged on the wall. The little calico cat licked her chops. Mombourquette headed for the door.


  When Gussie and I caught up to him at the elevator, I said, “Not that I’m not ready for whatever it is, but everything in its own time. My rule is, bad news first, good news second.”


  “No argument here.”


  “When we get to the park, I’ll give you my good news,” I panted.


  That worked too. There was no holding Gussie back, and we were in the park in what seemed like seconds.


  “Here’s the best thing, Leonard. I remembered what Constantinople meant.”


  “Okay, and what does it mean?”


  “Contrary to interpretation, I wasn’t shouting out nonsense because of my head injury.”


  “So what was it?”


  “Laura’s home town. I’ve been trying to remember the name ever since this whole thing started. No, not in the flower bed, Gussie.”


  Mombourquette seemed underwhelmed by the news.


  I said, “Now that I know where she was from, I should be able to find someone who knew her.”


  “Huh.”


  “It could be the break we need. You got an Ontario road atlas in your car?”


  “I better tell you what I found out.”


  “Sure, it’s your turn, Leonard.”


  “Don’t interrupt until I’ve finished talking. Okay, Camilla?”


  “Won’t say a word.” This newly polite relationship with Mombourquette had something going for it. “Bring it on.”


  For some reason, Mombourquette kept staring at his flip-flops. “Here goes.”


  “I’m ready,” I said.


  “Maybe not. That girl you met with last night? Chelsea? I’m afraid she’s dead.”


  “I know. That’s the bad news I had to tell you. I found out from Jasmine while you were out.”


  “You promised you wouldn’t interrupt.”


  “It wasn’t exactly a promise.”


  “Better let me finish. I heard from a solid source that foul play might be involved.”


  “Jasmine said they told her Chelsea probably fell or jumped. But people don’t fall off the bridge, and Chelsea sure didn’t seem suicidal. I think it’s connected with Laura. That makes four deaths in four months. I better talk to Jasmine fast. Hey, I have an idea. You could talk to someone in Major Crimes and fill them in on the connected deaths, and that wouldn’t be investigating, but it could stop whoever is doing these things before there’s another murder. Like maybe Jasmine or this Bianca. I need to find her too and warn her.”


  “Listen to me. This is off the record. A guy in Major Crimes told me when I was picking up the stuff at Tims.”


  “My apologies. Go ahead.”


  “They got a tip about Chelsea last night.”


  “That’s great. Does it give them a suspect to focus on?”


  “Oh, yeah.”


  “They’re not thinking robbery or sexual assault, are they?”


  “She had several hundred dollars on her when they pulled her out of the river. So I’d say no to robbery. No one mentioned sexual assault, so I’m guessing there were no indications.”


  “I told you it had to do with Laura. Did anyone see her walking with the suspect? Or getting into a car?”


  Mombourquette cleared his throat.


  Gussie tugged at his leash.


  “Yeah, they got a detailed description.”


  “Well, that’s good.”


  “Not really. A waiter from Legal Beagle got in touch. Apparently, you were seen having a big argument with her in the bar. Then you raced out and chased her down the street, yelling.”


  “Oh.”


  “Yeah. Not all that long before you collapsed, but it was enough time for Chelsea to get killed.”


  “But that’s crazy. I didn’t have anything to do with it. She was meeting someone. She was talking on the phone with the person. We just need to find out who she was talking to. They can get the cellphone record. Can you set them straight?”


  “Try to understand, it was coffee shop talk. People know we have a connection, some of them blame you for what happened last summer. They thought I’d be pleased to hear it, I guess.”


  “You told them I didn’t do it, right?”


  “I said I didn’t believe it, but they’ve got witnesses, and they want to talk to you. I’m surprised they’re not here already.”


  “What do you mean, witnesses?”


  “Apparently there was more than one tip. You were seen near the Interprovincial Bridge with this girl.”


  “But I never went near the bridge.”


  “One of them described your jean jacket with butterflies on the back.”


  “That’s my missing jacket. Oh my God. Do they know you took me home?”


  “They do. And we’re both in deep shit.”


  I said, “Okay, Leonard. So what’s your good news?”


  “I’m afraid there is none.”


  
    * * *
  


  A few minutes later, a grim-faced Mombourquette headed off to see if he could pry more information out of some friendly soul on the force. Mrs. Parnell’s cat looked disappointed.


  He paused at the door. “You going to be all right?”


  “Of course, Leonard.”


  “You won’t go anywhere?”


  “I have no car, no money, no cash card, and no desire to connect with my relatives. Mrs. Parnell and Alvin are off in a balloon. Where could I go?”


  “I’ll check in as soon as I have news.”


  I wasn’t exactly lying. I didn’t say I wouldn’t go anywhere. I did have the VISA card I keep for travel, and I didn’t mention that either. Elaine’s name never came up. I didn’t plan to sit on my bum and wait for the police to bang on the door. Better Mombourquette didn’t know that. For his own mental health.


  As soon as the door closed behind him, I tried Jasmine’s number. Busy. I fed the animals and tried again. The third time I called the operator. According to her, the phone was off the hook. Neither Mrs. Parnell nor Alvin answered at home or on their cells. Must have been out of range. I got P.J.’s voice mail three times too.


  Luckily, Youssef answered the phone in his cab.


  “Of course, I take VISA. See you in five minutes,” he said.


  
    * * *
  


  A couple more brownie points for Youssef: one, he had an Ontario road atlas; two, he didn’t mind finding Constantinople for me, since my vision was still wonky; three, once we arrived on Spruce Street, he had no problem idling his cab until a bleary-eyed Elaine staggered down the stairs and undid the zillion locks on her front door. He waved goodbye as I dodged past her and lumbered up the stairs to the living room.


  “Sorry to wake you again, Elaine, but you’re my only hope.”


  Elaine tilted her head. “Why are you standing at that weird angle?”


  “What are you talking about?”


  “You. You’re standing at a 45° angle.”


  “Nothing to worry about. The big thing is the police are probably after me.”


  Elaine’s mouth hung open. Most gratifying. “Why?”


  “That’s not all,” I said. “It’s goddamed inconvenient, because now they’ll never give me the names of the witnesses who saw Laura fall.”


  “Sit down, Camilla. You’re making me dizzy.”


  I sat. “It’s all connected with Laura. Did you know Frances Foxall died this summer?”


  “Holy moly.”


  “She was killed in a riding accident, and she had also been seen with Laura at Maisie’s. Bear with me. I’m having trouble remembering things, and I want to get it all out. Sylvie Dumais, who is also dead as you told me, was seen lunching with Laura. Then Chelsea, the girl who told me this, went off the Interprovincial Bridge last night. She’s dead too. Probably killed by the same person who stole your photos, my cellphone, and Laura’s will and pushed me into the traffic in the market. They stole my jacket too and probably used it to make it look like I killed Chelsea. I guess you didn’t get the message I left you last night.”


  Elaine merely stared.


  “The police tried to arrest me for being drunk in public. That was before they knew Chelsea had been murdered. Luckily, Leonard Mombourquette got me out of the situation.”


  “I don’t believe it.”


  “Too true. But apparently now we’re friends. So now I have to go to Constantinople, which seems to be north of Kingston, and find Laura’s family. I need to replace the photos with similar ones and show them to Jasmine, the other server from Maisie’s. I think I told you about her. She needs to be warned, too. Plus I need to locate a woman named Bianca, because she’s involved somehow and may be in danger also. Did I mention I can’t get my cash card back from the restaurant?”


  “It’s too much to take in this early,” Elaine said.


  “Right. So if you can just lend me the Pathfinder and your phone and maybe a couple of bucks, I’ll take care of this stuff before the police track me down.”


  “If you can’t stand up straight, how can you drive the Pathfinder on the highway without killing yourself or innocent parties?”


  “No choice, Elaine.”


  “The police won’t come after you for being drunk in the Market on a Friday night.”


  “Which I wasn’t. The head injuries made it look that way.”


  “They’ve got better things to do. It’s small potatoes. You don’t need to worry.”


  “Mombourquette warned me that Major Crimes is investigating Chelsea’s death. And they’ve got witnesses who identify me fighting with her and chasing her down the street, yelling.”


  “They will want to talk to you.”


  “Since I don’t officially know that, I want to take care of these things first.”


  “Hear me: you can’t drive.”


  “Sure I can. Where are your keys?”


  Elaine said. “I’ll take you.”


  “That’s kind of you.”


  “Holy moly, like I’ve got a choice.”


  Twenty-Three


  Constantinople turned out to be tucked in the tangle of dirt roads that run off Highway 38, north of Kingston, in a mix of farming and cottage country.


  “Wouldn’t want to try to farm here,” I said, as we passed another fine example of pre-Cambrian shield.


  The late summer weather had been hot and dry. We raised a lot of dust as we crested another blind hill. Elaine kept her eyes straight ahead. “You know what? If we haven’t found it in three hours, I’d say that’s a bad sign.”


  “We’ve been relying on the map. And we know about the problem with maps. I say we ask someone.”


  “We’re in the middle of hell. Just who do you suggest we ask?”


  “Someone in one of the general stores we passed.”


  “But they’re back on the highway.”


  “So what?”


  “We’d have to backtrack.”


  “Big deal.”


  “I hate backtracking.”


  “Let’s keep going in circles, then. There’s that 1950s Pontiac up on blocks. Third time we’ve passed this place.”


  Elaine took a bit more gentle coaxing. “We can’t just go in and ask about some people named Brown. There must be only a couple of million Browns in this country.”


  “What is your problem, Elaine? We’re women. We can ask directions to Constantinople or anywhere else. If it helps, sit in the car and keep your face hidden.”


  “Very funny. I’ll come with you.”


  Elaine’s worst fears seemed to be realized. People stared at us like we’d just landed from Venus and asked for a short cut to the Vatican.


  Everyone shook their heads. I thought they showed unnecessary emphasis. They spoke slowly and made dramatic gestures, indicating they had no idea where Constantinople was, or even if it existed. The name Brown drew more blanks. I imagine they collapsed into laughter as soon as the door slammed behind me.


  I hit the second store by myself. Elaine opted to stay in the car. Okay, no success. Still, I held out for one last store.


  Smith’s General Store had the smell of an establishment with a long history. A dust-covered red pick-up was parked in front. A rusted Corvair was up on blocks at the side of the store. A load of wood sat stacked near the front.


  Inside the store, a quarter-inch of dust decorated the tinned soups. Smith’s sold soap without packaging, loose candles, fly paper and big boxes of safety matches. Bait appeared to be their specialty. I noted two new coolers full of nightcrawlers.


  A pair of ancient fellows in red baseball caps were the proprietors. I figured they were brothers and that they had about six teeth between them. I asked if they knew how to find Constantinople.


  “Constantinople?” the first one said.


  “Yes.”


  “Constantinople?” the second one said about thirty seconds later.


  Of course, it may have been the first one again.


  “Does that ring a bell?”


  “Yep,” the first one said.


  I looked at the second one. He said yep too.


  “Good,” I said. “Can you tell me how to find it?”


  “Not that easy,” the first one said.


  Somehow I had already figured that out. I smiled at the second brother. After a longish minute, he said, “Not that easy.”


  “Okay. What would be the nearest community to it? Maybe we could ask someone there to direct us.”


  “We’ll direct you,” the second brother said.


  “Need a map, is the best thing,” the first brother said.


  “Do you by any chance sell detailed maps of this area?”


  Turned out they did. Five minutes later, they had the route traced out for me.


  “I guess I’ll be able to find the Browns now,” I said.


  “Who?” they said in unison.


  “The Browns. I’m looking for the parents of Laura Brown, an old friend.”


  They exchanged glances. The meaningful kind.


  “Thank you for your help,” I said.


  “You want Ralph and Sadie then. Why didn’t you say so, ma’am?”


  “You know them? I asked at a couple of other places, and no one knew anything about the Browns.”


  Brother One spat. “Newcomers. Can’t tell their arses from their elbows.”


  Brother Two spat a bit further. “Come in from somewheres else. Change everything. Give people crazy ideas.”


  “Useless conceited parasites,” I said, getting into the spirit.


  Brothers One and Two grinned in approval.


  “Won’t do you no good to go to Constantinople.”


  “Why not?”


  “Won’t find Ralph and Sadie there,” Brother One said.


  Brother Two shook his head sagely. “They moved when Laura was just a tyke.”


  “Where would I find them?” I said.


  A hush fell over the store. My head throbbed. I sat down on a wooden bench and decided to wait them out. I hoped they wouldn’t direct me to the nearest graveyard.


  Twenty-Four


  “Well, I’m sorry,” I said to Elaine. “Apparently, the Browns moved to a place called Daken, years ago. It’s supposed to be really hard to find, but they said they’d show us the way.”


  “Let’s hope we’re alive when we get there.”


  “What can go wrong?”


  I found out what could wrong soon enough as we shot down the twisting dirt roads in full pursuit of Brother Two in his dirt-covered Ford pick-up. Every bend in the road seemed to produce another choice of directions.


  “Holy moly. Does he have a rocket engine in that thing?” Elaine muttered. “If we lose sight of him, we’re sunk.”


  She had a point. I figured Brother Two might have had a career in Formula One before he went into the nightcrawler business. Whatever engine he had in that old truck, the Pathfinder couldn’t match it. I thought my head was going to splinter into a thousand painful fragments.


  “Speed up! You’re losing him,” I said.


  “Well, I don’t want to be in the line of fire if some of that wood comes flying out of the back.”


  “But if we can’t see him . . .”


  Elaine said, “I guess we get lost out here in this godforsaken bit of wilderness. We’ll be lucky if they find our bleached bones.”


  “Do you think maybe his directional signal isn’t working?” Not that I’m such a geographer, but we’d turned north, south, east and west and had now started north again.


  “Nobody lives here,” Elaine said.


  “Come on. You can see houses every now and then through the trees.”


  “I’ll take your word for it.”


  “People don’t live near the road, I guess. I wonder how they manage in the winter?”


  Elaine was bathed in sweat, and I was pretty damp myself when Brother Two whipped his truck into a ninety degree turn and shot down a half-hidden single track road. He must have used the OFA sign, which I guessed meant Ontario Farm Association, as the marker. Or it could have been the weather-beaten “Property For Sale” sign.


  We slid precariously across the road and just missed a fine example of Canadian shield on the far side. Brother Two was completely out of sight by the time we got on the road. Lucky for us there were no more splits, turns or choice of directions. Just a couple of dips that caused my stomach to fly up to my throat, and there was the truck, stopped in front of a small conventional yellow brick bungalow. The house sat on a large lot. A cluster of outbuildings loomed in the back. A well-tended vegetable garden occupied a substantial space near to the side.


  I got out of the car, knees weak and head buzzing. On the upside, I only saw one of everything, if you don’t count cedars and spruce.


  Elaine stayed put. She seemed jittery.


  Brother Two nodded briefly as I passed the truck. Apparently, he was staying put too.


  I walked back to Elaine, who was clutching the steering wheel like a life preserver. “Let’s go.”


  “I’ll stay here.”


  “You’re the one who counsels people. Come with me.”


  “Can’t.”


  “This is not about us, Elaine. We’ve got to tell the Browns their daughter has been killed. It’s the right thing to do.”


  “You’ll do the right thing,” she said.


  I marched up to Brother Two.


  “Thanks for showing us the way. Please don’t leave without us.”


  He grinned, giving a nice view of his chewing tobacco.


  “I imagine they’ll be pleased,” he said.


  “Pleased? I don’t think so,” I said. I stiffened my spine and set out toward the front door. Elaine stayed in the Pathfinder. Probably trying to get her heartbeat back into normal range.


  Brother Two stuck his head out the window and called to me. “Best try around back.”


  I edged my wobbly way around the side of the house. A German shepherd cross bounded toward me, snarling.


  Thanks to Gussie, I had a few Liver Snaps in my pocket, and that earned me a new friend. Even watchdogs can be bought. Beyond the dog, a grey-haired man in a black and red checked shirt took a break from chopping wood.


  I raised my hand in greeting. The dog sniffed at my pockets.


  “Mr. Brown?” I said.


  He nodded.


  “My name is Camilla MacPhee. Can we talk inside?”


  
    * * *
  


  From the look of it, no one sat in the immaculate living room much. Mrs. Brown called it the front room, and it was plainly reserved for company. I would have preferred the warmth of the kitchen we’d walked through, where the smell of fresh bread hovered. The shepherd cross hovered in the doorway, whining, not daring to put a paw on the beige wall-to-wall carpeting.


  Dust-free photos of a young smiling girl with dark braids occupied every available surface. I didn’t see a single picture of Laura. Was this Laura’s younger sister? She’d never mentioned a sister. No wonder, with such obvious favouritism. At the least, I would have expected Laura’s high school and university grad photos.


  Sadie Brown was small, slim and just short of seventy. Her steel-grey hair was trimmed almost to the roots. She shook my hand with a powerful grip. She’d done her share of wood-chopping.


  They settled me with coffee and fresh cookies, neither of which held much appeal. I still had to tell them their daughter was dead. That’ll curb your appetite.


  She sat on the sofa. He remained standing. They looked at me expectantly. Whatever they were expecting, it wasn’t bad news.


  “Before I go on, I want to make sure you are the parents of Laura Lynette Brown.”


  “Laura Lynette?” Mrs. Brown said in surprise.


  Ralph Brown said nothing.


  My mouth was dry. “I am sorry to be the one to tell you this,” I began. I had already decided to leave the business of foul play to the police.


  Their foreheads creased in puzzlement.


  I felt my stomach turn over. “I’m afraid your daughter, Laura, has been killed. In an accident.”


  Mrs. Brown’s hand shot to her mouth. Her husband sank into a chair.


  I plowed on, gibbering. “It happened on Friday. A fall from an escarpment not far from the Parliament Buildings. I believe it was instantaneous.”


  They stared at me.


  I felt tears rising. “I’m sorry.”


  “I don’t understand,” Laura’s mother said.


  Denial. I knew it only too well.


  “Because of her diabetes, apparently she passed out and slipped.”


  “Diabetes?” he said.


  Sadie Brown said, “What kind of terrible joke is this?”


  Laura’s father got to his feet. So did I, unsteadily.


  He said, “You’d better go now.”


  Laura’s mother remained seated. She said to no one in particular, “What’s all this crazy talk about our Laura Lynette? I thought she wanted to see the house.”


  “I’m sorry,” I said again.


  She picked up the nearest photo and began to weep soundlessly. Her husband, white-faced, jaw clenched, held the door for me.


  I didn’t remember Laura ever mentioning her family’s religion, but the University of Ottawa had been overwhelmingly Catholic, so I made an assumption. “Is there someone we can send for? Maybe your priest?”


  She cried out, “Just leave. Leave.”


  I stood my ground. “I can’t just leave you here on your own to deal with the shock of Laura’s death.”


  “Why the hell not?” Laura’s father said. “We’ve been dealing with it for the last thirty years.”


  Twenty-Five


  I whipped open the car door and gave Elaine a bit of a scare. “You’d better get in there now,” I said. “You’ve got to hear this.”


  It took quite a bit of soothing from Elaine to get the Browns to talk.


  “We thought you were coming to look at the house,” Mrs. Brown repeated. “We get lookers every year or two.”


  I bit my tongue before I said I was sorry again. Too much of that can backfire. “It’s a beautiful place. Just a matter of time until you sell it.”


  “It’s been on the market thirty years, since Laura Lynette died.”


  I blinked. Whatever I’d been expecting here, it sure wasn’t that.


  Elaine said, “It appears that my colleague has made a terrible mistake.”


  “Mistakes happen.” Mrs. Brown glanced quickly toward her husband.


  “That’s right,” I said.


  “Some mistakes are worse than others,” Mr. Brown said.


  “I really am sorry,” I said.


  But he didn’t really seem to be talking to me.


  “Camilla didn’t mean to upset you. I apologize for her unseemly intrusion,” Elaine said, stressing unseemly.


  Normally I would snap at such a remark. I said, “I am . . .”


  Sadie Brown said, “It’s a terrible mix-up. Now another mother will have to go through this.” She picked up a photo of the girl and traced the smile. “She never made it past ten years old, our Laura Lynette. She’d be older than you if she’d lived. Wearing city clothes, I imagine. Maybe with children of her own.”


  Laura’s father stood, his gnarled hands balled into fists, staring straight at the wall ahead, perhaps seeing the little girl who never made it past ten.


  On the way back to the car, I stopped to speak to Brother Two.


  “What happened to Laura Brown?”


  “Godawful thing, that. Poor Ralph there. He never saw her behind the tractor. Never got over it, neither of them poor folks.”


  “You wouldn’t,” I said.


  “If they sell this place,” he said, “maybe they can get away from those memories.”


  “Not likely,” I said, heading back to the Pathfinder.


  
    * * *
  


  “Well, that was horribly upsetting for me, and unnecessarily distressing to those poor people. And a complete waste of time.” Elaine was doing well over the posted limit of 90 kph on Highway 7.


  “Upsetting, yes, waste of time, no,” I said.


  “But she wasn’t the same girl.”


  “Of course, she wasn’t the same girl.”


  “We’ve spent three hours driving around the backwoods, and it will take at least another hour and a half to get home. For nothing, except to resurrect all that grief.”


  “The point, Elaine, is if the woman we knew wasn’t Laura Lynette Brown, from Constantinople, Ontario, then who the hell was she?”


  “We’ll never know.”


  “I’m damn well going to find out. When we get back to town, I’ll duck in to my place to check on the animals, then we can go to your home and get to work on those photos.”


  “Count me out. I have an appointment, and it will be a miracle if I get there in time, so I can’t look through the snapshots for you.”


  “Fine, we’ll do it later. I have to drop on over to the Balloon Festival anyway. I promised Mrs. P. I’d take pictures, and I haven’t been there for a single launch. I’ll take a cab. Hey, wait a minute, what’s with all the appointments on the holiday weekend?”


  “What I do with my weekends is my business and, what’s more, I think if no one found out who Laura was after all these years, a few photos won’t do the trick.”


  “Maybe. But it’s the best bet we’ve got. I think someone in those photos got Chelsea killed.”


  
    * * *
  


  It was mid-afternoon when Elaine dropped me off and headed out for the appointment that was none of my business.


  I said, “I’ll call you later. And I’ll pay you for the gas when we pick up my cash card at Maisie’s.” She pursed her lips in a way that could lead to serious wrinkles. “See you soon, Elaine. Thanks again.”


  Elaine gunned the Pathfinder, leaving me covered with dust from the driveway. Sometimes I don’t know what gets into that woman.


  Gussie had his legs crossed by the time I arrived.


  Needless to say, the phone was flashing. I started to peek at call display, on the off chance it was anybody interesting, but Gussie howled. And Gussie’s situation seemed more immediate. The empty and half-chewed doughnut box explained why.


  “Okay, Gussie, I get the point.”


  Maybe the brain injury was causing me to talk to animals. As I grabbed my keys and a couple of plastic bags for dooty duty, I caught sight of myself in the mirror. Some friend Elaine was. She might have mentioned that I had two black eyes. Well, black, dark olive with navy tinges. No wonder people had been giving me odd glances all day. Maybe that was why Gussie was howling. There wasn’t much I could do except slip on my Ray-Bans. I tucked my hair under a Blue Jays cap and pulled the brim low. The up and down weather was down again. I was feeling a bit chilly, and since my beloved jean jacket was gone, I dug around in the back of the closet and found a Carleton sweatshirt. It was a measure of the state of my head that I put the sweatshirt on after the hat and sunglasses.


  Gussie likes to take his time and frolic, and because he is a big dog who needs some exercise, and because he had been stuck in an apartment with quite a few doughnuts, and because I wasn’t in frolicking condition, I decided to take something to read.


  I spotted the Berger book from Laura’s place, sitting on the dining room table where I’d dumped my backpack while hunting for Jasmine’s phone number.


  I stuffed the book back in, slung the pack on my back and departed, ready for anything.


  
    * * *
  


  Gussie and I were returning from our walk, during which Gussie had taken an inordinately long time to accomplish a straightforward matter, when we stopped in our tracks. A flurry of police cruisers idled at odd angles in front of the building. Nobody would be driving past them, in or out, as far as I could tell.


  The roof lights were flashing, but there were no sirens.


  We followed a pair of unfamiliar constables into the building. Gussie and I got into the elevator with them. One of the constables pressed sixteen. My floor. I was hoping they were all heading for my pesky neighbour’s place but, deep down, I knew they weren’t.


  The constables stayed well on their own side of the elevator. That might have been because of the plastic bag I was swinging.


  When the door opened, sure enough, the officers marched briskly down the hallway and joined a couple of others clustered outside my door. This didn’t help the bad stuff going on in my head.


  I hesitated by the elevator. Even if they wanted to talk to me about that business with Chelsea in front of the bar, it seemed like a lot of cops for a force that claims to be underresourced.


  Whatever their reason, they were taking it way too seriously, and I didn’t want to be part of it. It was time for another painkiller, and I had just a short while to let the medication take effect before heading to Hull.


  The baseball cap combined with my Ray-Bans to work in my favour. The sweatshirt added fifteen pounds and ten years to my appearance. For once, that was a good thing.


  With two of the cops looking my way, ducking back into the elevator seemed like a red flag. I fished out my keys, and Gussie and I stopped in front of Mrs. Parnell’s apartment, since I had a key to that. But which key was hers? I tried a few, hoping not to be noticed. One of the officers approached me.


  He flashed a badge.


  I tried for just the right amount of interest, not guilt, not anxiety, just normal nosiness. Gussie barked, protectively. Luckily, this guy wasn’t any of the many constables I had come in contact with.


  “What can I do for you, officer?”


  “We’d like to talk to your neighbour.” He pointed toward my door.


  “How come?”


  “Have you seen anyone enter that apartment lately?”


  “No.” This was true, if not the whole truth. You can’t really see yourself without a mirror. I said, “A lot of people are away for the weekend.”


  “You know where she might go?”


  “No idea.” Aside from Mrs. Parnell’s, I had no place to go at that moment.


  “Nothing comes to mind?” I guess this guy had aspirations to become a detective.


  “I wish I did.” Very very true.


  I hoped he wouldn’t notice I wasn’t familiar with the key to apartment 1608. Now with Laura’s keys added to my clutch of home, mailroom, car and office keys, I had a fistful of metal. I felt a surge of joy as one key slipped into the lock. The lock turned.


  Mrs. Parnell’s lovebirds, Lester and Pierre, shrieked in dismay as the door swung open. What a pair of turncoats.


  “Good luck, officer,” I said.


  He flipped open his notebook. “Can I have your name, ma’am?”


  That might have been a pivotal moment, but his radio went off. We said “excuse me” simultaneously, and I slipped into Mrs. Parnell’s apartment without committing an actual indictable offence. The door closed behind me, and I exhaled softly.


  My hands shook as I dialled P.J.’s number. This time, he picked up.


  “I have a story for you, P.J. Come to my place and find out why half the police force is banging on the door of my apartment.”


  “No shit?”


  “No shit.”


  “I’m on it. This is great. Thanks, Camilla.”


  I read Mrs. P.’s telephone number to him. “After you find out, call me at this number and let me know what’s happening.”


  “Where are you?”


  “Just call the number.”


  For some reason, Mrs. Parnell prefers to keep her telephone number unlisted. I wasn’t sure how long that would slow down a former crime reporter like P.J.


  There’s a lot to do in Mrs. P.’s apartment. You could read a hundred books on World War II history, strategy or military memoirs. You could listen to a thousand classical or jazz CDs on her high-end stereo system. You could sit at one of her computers and search the net, or you could park yourself in the black leather chair and turn on the big screen television and watch anything that VIP cable has to offer. Of course, for any of these activities, you’d need single vision, a clear head and an untroubled mind. Every minute felt like a year as I slumped on Mrs. Parnell’s leather sofa and fretted. My instincts told me to lie low. What if the next cop recognized me?


  P.J. would take a while to get to the bottom of things. Once he did, I could head to Elaine’s. My key strategies were: avoid long, time-wasting interviews with the police, avoid getting dragged off to the cottage by overbearing relatives, avoid missing yet another take-off at the Balloon Festival and avoid more blows to the head.


  Lester and Pierre continued to shriek throughout my attempts to think. “All right,” I said, “I’ll feed you.”


  In retrospect, this was a bad idea.


  In the time it took to replace their VitaVittles Gold and special honey nut treats, Lester and Pierre managed to elude me and head for the chandelier over the dining room table. Gussie was thrilled. I’d never seen him jump on a table before. In fact, I’d never seen him jump anywhere. But deep in his fuzzy body were the genes of a hunting ancestor.


  Lester and Pierre shrieked shrilly. Gussie barked joyously. The doorknocker sounded ominously. I said “shit,” meaningfully. The phone rang. Naturally. No point in pretending there was no one home.


  “Yes,” I said, peering through the peephole.


  “Police, ma’am.”


  “Hold on a second, please. The phone is ringing. Hello?”


  “Camilla? It’s P.J. You’re not going to believe this.”


  “Can I call you back?”


  “Are you crazy? You need to hear this!”


  “I want to hear it, but the police are at the door.”


  “What’s all that racket?”


  “Hold on a second.”


  The doorknocker sounded. This cop had no attention span. “Can you open the door, ma’am?


  “My pet birds are out of the cage, and the dog is threatening to eat them. You can probably hear him barking. Can I get back to you, officer?”


  “It won’t take long, ma’am.”


  “It will if my birds escape. Can we talk through the door?”


  I opened it a crack, hoping the space was too small for a lovebird to shoot through.


  “Just a few questions about your neighbour.”


  “I don’t have much to say,” I started, when the miserable so-and-so next door shouldered his way past the officer. “But that’s her next-door neighbour. He might know something. That will give me time to get the birds back in the cage. Or I could go to the police station later. Who should I talk to?”


  He said something that was drowned out by the shrieking of Lester and Pierre. I swung around to see Gussie make an optimistic leap toward the chandelier. Lester and Pierre swooped across the room, touching down on a cluster of framed photos of Mrs. Parnell’s World War II comrades. Gussie followed them, barking. The birds, the dog and the tinkle of breaking glass drowned out my words. “Thank you, officer. You’ll hear from me.”


  “What is going on there?” P.J. said.


  “You wouldn’t believe it.”


  “And you won’t believe this,” P.J. said.


  “Right. Did you find out why the cops are looking for me?”


  “They have a warrant for your arrest.”


  “What?”


  “Promise me I get the exclusive interviews.”


  “Don’t be a jerk.”


  “Well, Tiger, looks like murder.”


  “Murder? That’s not possible.”


  “To be more precise, two murders.”


  Twenty-Six


  “Two murders?”


  “So I’m told.”


  “Who the hell do they think I murdered?” I held on to the table as the room whirled.


  “First, Laura Brown, and second, someone called Chelsea O’Keefe.”


  “That’s just nuts.”


  “No yelling. I’m not the one with the warrant for your arrest.”


  “Sorry. I’m a bit shaken up.”


  “Can I get an interview from you about how it feels to be accused of murdering two women?”


  “Come off it, P.J.”


  “You said if I found out what was going on, you’d give me a story.”


  “This wasn’t the story I had in mind.”


  “Yeah, but fugitives from the law can’t be choosers. Oh, wow, look at that.”


  “What now?”


  “Two of your sisters just pulled up. Man, do they look dangerous.”


  “How did they find out? Is this on the news or something?”


  “Someone on the force must have let your brother-in-law know.”


  “Is Conn with them?”


  “Yeah. Ow. He doesn’t look happy.”


  “I can understand that. Are all the cops still there?”


  “Of course.”


  “Damn.”


  “So are you going to tell me where you are?”


  “Not likely, P.J.”


  
    * * *
  


  Elaine was bubbling when she picked up. Her appointment must have gone well.


  “Elaine? Don’t talk, and don’t get mad. This is an emergency, and I need your help.”


  “May I at least know how and why?”


  “How, yes. Why, no. You’re better off not knowing.”


  “But . . .”


  “The police are involved.”


  Elaine hates the police. Sometimes that’s a bad thing. Sometimes it’s a good thing. This time, it worked in my favour.


  “Sure,” she said.


  “I need you to check out my apartment building to see if the police are still staking out the building. Check my floor too. Pretend to be visiting me, maybe. And if the coast is clear, I need you to call me back and tell me.”


  “The police have your apartment staked out?


  “Yes. We might need a slight diversion.”


  “Consider them diverted.”


  “And bring those snapshots. I’ll find you in the parking lot.”


  I counted on Elaine taking fifteen minutes, not including diversion. That gave me time to find something to wear in Mrs. Parnell’s closet. Mrs. Parnell is about twenty pounds thinner than I am, six inches taller, and forty-five years older. Her feet are size ten, mine are a six. She puts her money into music and hi-tech gadgets instead of duds. Aside from that, no problem.


  Eventually, I found the Tilley hat I’d given her for Christmas and a London Fog short trench coat possibly from the sixties. I kept the Ray-Bans. It was kind of fun. I always loved dressing up as a kid. Unfortunately, there wasn’t much I could do to hide Gussie, but I figured we could still slip away in whatever confusion Elaine would generate. Just in case, I hit the kitchen, found some flour and sprinkled it on Gussie’s coat. I wasn’t sure what was more surprising: that Gussie looked like a different dog or that Mrs. Parnell actually had flour.


  I was pretty well ready to go when the fire alarm went off.


  
    * * *
  


  Elaine was splendid in a lime-green tailored shirt, with matching capri pants. She had long, green, pointed slingbacks on her feet. Her hair was in some kind of updated French twist. She seemed quite elated, which gave her complexion a nice boost. Alvin would say she rocked.


  I held on tightly as she took the corner at 80 kph. Gussie let out a yelp. A couple of tourists jumped for cover.


  “Thanks, Elaine. Although you can get charged for pulling a false alarm. There are a lot of seniors in that building. Someone could have panicked and had a heart attack.”


  “You wanted a diversion, you got a diversion. Stop bitching and tell me what’s going on.”


  “I can’t. If I did you’d be aiding and abetting a fugitive.”


  “Are you a fugitive?”


  “If I said yes, then you’d be aiding and abetting a...”


  “That can’t be good, if you’re a lawyer. Can they charge you with avoiding arrest?”


  “Yes, if they can prove I knew I was going to be charged.”


  “So now you’re officially on the lam. Not that I’m aware of that.” This is the kind of stuff that makes Elaine truly happy. More than, say, a long drive in the country.


  “Being on the lam is not the official name of anything in the Criminal Code of Canada.”


  “You know what I mean.”


  “I have a pretty good defence for the avoiding part. What with the head injuries and all. Brain damage. My Emerg doctor will back me up.”


  “Right. A judge should be sympathetic.”


  “Depends on the judge, considering the seriousness of the allegations.”


  “Holy moly. What are they?”


  “I still have to find out what’s going on. Maybe you can follow the news and see what information they’ve released. In the meantime, I need to get my cash card back. And I have another little task for you. Feel like providing another diversion for me, no fire alarms this time?”


  “Diversion is my middle name.”


  “I’m glad you have that nice outfit on. Head for the City parking garage, the indoor one in the market. We have to leave Gussie in the car for about twenty minutes. It will be cool enough in the underground parking for him.”


  “Will this be fun?”


  “Count on it.”


  
    * * *
  


  Inside Maisie’s, the mood was typical, right down to the miserably elegant Norine, yattering into a small silver cellphone. We’d picked the late afternoon dead zone, too late for lunch and too early for dinner, so I didn’t spot any servers buzzing about. Of course, Chelsea was dead and Jasmine was grieving.


  “I left my cash card here last night,” I said without any preamble.


  “You didn’t,” Norine said.


  “I did.”


  “We haven’t found any cash cards.”


  “Wouldn’t you have to look to know that?”


  “My staff are all trained to return them.” She curled her collagen-enhanced lip.


  “And yet, I left here without my card last night. How odd.”


  “Perhaps you left it elsewhere.” The lip curl mutated to a smirk.


  “I definitely left it here.” I resisted the urge to smack the smirk, since that would be assault and battery.


  “You probably left it in an ATM.” Her eyes slid away from me.


  I knew from my time as a defence lawyer that eyes sliding away means someone’s lying her arse off.


  I smiled. “I used my card here, and I didn’t have it when I left, and you deliberately ignored me when I tried to get it back last night.”


  “We get so many people here. Some are more memorable than others.”


  “I’m guessing not that many pound on your door after hours.”


  “Doesn’t ring a bell.”


  “Rang enough of a bell for you to call the police.”


  “You’ll have to excuse me. I have people to seat.” She nodded in the direction of Elaine, the only person in the restaurant. Elaine was lounging near the door, examining the specials menu intently.


  “Dinner for one, madame? Or would you like to see the luncheon menu?” she said.


  Elaine rose to her full splendid green height. “I’m just checking the facility for a special occasion.”


  “Oh?”


  Elaine strode over and shook the manager’s hand very, very firmly. “I represent a number of influential women’s groups in town, and we are looking for the perfect venue for a big ticket fundraising occasion.”


  “Hang on,” I said. “I was here first, and I don’t think we have attended to this matter of my card.”


  “As you know, large groups of women can be pretty hard to please,” Elaine said. “It’s important to pick the right ambiance.”


  “Your group will not be disappointed in Maisie’s. I guarantee it.”


  “That’s what I’ve heard. But I need to be sure.”


  “Excuse me, ladies. But I wasn’t finished. And I don’t have all day,” I said.


  “I’d like a look at the regular menu,” Elaine said. “This might not be the right place for us after all. You can’t be too careful.” She managed to convey the impression that she was about to bolt.


  Norine flashed me an evil look. “I’m going to ask you to leave.”


  “And if I don’t?”


  “I’ll call the police.”


  “Go ahead, since I plan to call them myself. Card theft.”


  Elaine glanced at her watch. “I’m almost out of time. Would it be possible to talk privately about this?”


  “Please leave the premises,” Norine managed to hiss in my direction.


  “Fine,” I said, turning toward the door. “I’ll take legal steps.”


  Elaine was enjoying her role. “May I see the rest of the dining areas? We are seeking an intimate yet effective atmosphere, and it will be important to have good sound. How are your acoustics?”


  “They’re excellent.”


  “I understand you have a courtyard as well? Could we have an outdoor event if the weather holds?”


  “Yes, we’ll head over there now, shall we?” Norine glanced in my direction, and I flipped her the bird as I passed through the door.


  Seconds after Elaine and Norine turned the corner, I ducked back in, slipped behind the desk and grabbed the reservation book. I wouldn’t have more than a couple of minutes to find Bianca.


  Luck was with me.


  There was at least one Bianca who came to Maisie’s often. For lunch and dinner. I found a phone number with the familiar Federal Government 9. I copied down the number quickly and rustled through the pile of papers, business cards, credit card slips etc.


  I lifted the VISA machine.


  Bingo. My cash card.


  Finding the card was the good news. The bad news was the flash of roof lights I spotted through the window. There was no way to make eye contact with Elaine. The front door opened just as I slipped into the cloakroom and pressed myself against the wall. If the cops stopped to check, I would have been toast, since there weren’t any coats.


  I spotted the uniforms heading by and heard an unfamiliar female voice say, “Police.” Looked like Norine had managed to call the cops after all. Elaine must have been losing her touch, if she’d let that happen.


  I peered around the corner in time to see two female officers heading toward the far end of the restaurant. I moved as fast as my head would let me, out of the cloakroom and through the door. I’m surprised they didn’t hear my heart pounding.


  Another cruiser was edging traffic out of the way and heading up Dalhousie with two wheels on the sidewalk and two wheels on the road. And I saw what look like the red flash of more roof lights speeding along Clarence.


  Sheesh. Bonnie and Clyde probably didn’t get that much attention.


  Twenty-Seven


  In retrospect, I should have taken my chance with the cops. However, my first stop was an ATM, where I scored two hundred dollars. I didn’t know how long I’d be away from home. Second stop, a souvenir store in the Market, where I bought a white baseball cap with a vaguely neon maple leaf. I selected a red T-shirt with the purple outline of a large tulip. Inside the tulip, it read OTTAWA. I couldn’t believe my good fortune when I found a large backpack decorated with a Mountie on horseback. I added a small Canada flag and a disposable camera. I finished off my new look with a pair of cheap sunglasses with red lenses. A quick trip to the nearby McDonald’s to change in a bathroom cubicle and, poof, the old Camilla was gone. I put my own backpack inside the new one along with Mrs. Parnell’s hat and coat and my Ray-Bans. I headed back into the Market crowds, proud of myself for not losing consciousness. In addition to a disguise, I now had enough change to make phone calls.


  It took everything I had not to wobble as I passed a constable leaning against a parked Ottawa police cruiser outside. My father always used to say, the best defence is a good offence. I grinned and waved my flag at him. “Hey, you one of them Mounties?”


  “Sure am, ma’am,” he lied.


  I said, “Cool,” and moseyed off, like any dumbass tourist without a double-decker warrant out for her arrest.


  Five minutes later, I was in the parking lot, looking for Gussie.


  I staggered around, confused by my fuzzy head but also by the large number of black Pathfinders parked in the garage. I had no idea what Elaine’s license number was. The only thing I knew about the Pathfinder was that it was dusty and had a large dog in it.


  Faced with a couple of Pathfinders in close proximity, I yelled “Gussie.” A shaggy head popped up two Pathfinders down. Good. Now to get into the vehicle.


  Elaine misplaced her keys an average of once a week, and she’s always in a hurry. There had to be an emergency magnetic keyholder somewhere on the vehicle. They’d be in a place she could reach without getting her clothes dirty before whatever meeting she was late for.


  I didn’t have to test this theory, because Elaine hadn’t locked the door. I hopped in and scrawled a note for her using an eyeliner I found on the floor by the accelerator and the back of a napkin which had been wedged between the seats. Elaine had lots of useful stuff in her vehicle.


  Gussie was happy to see me and happier to get out of the Pathfinder. I figured the inside would air out in time. I hoped large lopsided smelly dog wasn’t part of my police description.


  Fortunately, you can find a pay phone without walking too far in the market. Youssef picked up first ring. Unfortunately, he wasn’t on duty, but his cousin Akbar could take me, unless I had some objection. Did Akbar have an objection to dogs in the cab, I inquired.


  “Is your dog smelly?” Youssef said.


  “Not in the least.” Of course, as the famous line went, he was not my dog.


  My head and various body parts had begun to throb, ache and otherwise misbehave. My painkillers were inconveniently located in my apartment, surrounded by police. I used the waiting time to think. I needed a place with a phone, a radio and a vial of Tylenol 3. The sky was not the limit.


  Home was out of the question. Mrs. Parnell’s place was too close for comfort. So was Elaine’s place. By now, the police would have spoken to her. She would be in the position of harbouring a known fugitive if she did anything for me. Extended sick leave notwithstanding, Mombourquette would have to nab me if he was within arresting distance.


  On the upside, two of my sisters had arrived back from the cottage, that meant one of them had probably stayed at the cottage. History told me they’d stay in town for dinner at one house or the other. They’d expect me to take the honourable road, turn myself over to the police and let justice take its course. It wouldn’t cross their respectable minds a MacPhee could be convicted of anything. But I knew the system. I’d be heaved into a cell until things got sorted out. If P.J. was right, and the warrant was for two murders, the Crown would oppose bail, and any judge I’d pissed off in the past would concur with pleasure. Maybe any judge, period. There were lingering resentments toward me in the Office of the Crown Prosecutor as well as within the police, so they’d all have fun.


  But they’d have to find me first.


  If I could figure out which sister had stayed at the cottage, I could hide out at her place. Or I could turn to P.J. He might take the risk to help me in return for an exclusive “lawyer on the run” story, but he wasn’t answering his phone. Anyway, I had reason to believe he’d recently moved back into his old bedroom at his mom’s place.


  I needed to sleep for a couple of hours, just long enough to be able to think clearly. But my goal wasn’t to remain on the run. My goal was to learn who Laura had really been. I had to ferret out who had killed her and Chelsea. And likely Frances Foxall and Sylvie Dumais. The same person had done an excellent job of framing me. I was awfully glad the police hadn’t made the connection between Frances and Sylvie and the other two deaths. I might be on the hook for four murders. Before they did, I needed to track down this Bianca and also to find Jasmine and talk to her, for her own safety as much as anything. Hell, I needed a telephone even more than I needed a bed.


  Hotels ask for a credit card before you check in, and I figured the police would have them covered. I was missing something, but what?


  It took me long enough to remember I had the keys to Laura’s home. The will hadn’t been through probate yet, but it would be my property. There was a phone, Tylenol in the bathroom cabinet, and a good bed.


  Youssef’s cousin, Akbar, when he arrived, was not happy about Gussie.


  “Too big,” he said. “Not in my cab.”


  “It’s Youssef’s cab, and he said it was all right.” I opened the door and pushed Gussie in ahead of me. I practically fell in after him and slammed the door closed. “The Glebe please. Third Avenue.”


  He opened his mouth.


  “Don’t argue. I’m sick. It’s only a ten minute drive. Go. Otherwise you’ll have to throw us out.”


  He took a minute to assess that option. When he finally edged back into the packed traffic in the Market, we passed several cruisers.


  “This is hijacking. I could call the police,” he said.


  “Go right ahead. I’m a lawyer. I love to sue.”


  “What number Third,” he said after a pause.


  “I’ll know it when I see it.”


  We cruised down the blocks slowly. My head was full of twinkling sparks, my eyes were swimming. Laura’s beautiful little house slowly hove into view. I squinted around. Across the street was a black car with a little red light on top, the telltale sign of the police undercover vehicle.


  “Looks like my friend is not home. Head over to Hull.”


  “Hull? Look, lady, another five minutes with that dog in the car, and I’ll be dead. You can sue my widow.”


  “Point taken. Time to clear the air.” I reached into the front and gently dropped forty dollars onto the passenger seat. I didn’t mention that the last person I’d bribed was lying in the morgue.


  
    * * *
  


  Akbar let me off two blocks from my destination, which suited both of us. Lucky for me, since Alvin locks his doors, he now lives in the basement apartment of a converted house in the old part of Hull. Lucky for me, it has rickety old windows. Gussie and I managed to squeeze in the first window and drop to the floor. Of course, there were good reasons why Alvin’s place hadn’t been on my list of desirable hideouts. It’s always best to brace yourself before you cross his threshhold or fall through his window.


  I landed with a thump that gave me a few more stars. Gussie yelped as he followed. I yelped myself when I heard a voice. “Lord thundering Jesus, it’s Camilla. What kind of an outfit is that? Canadian Crazy?”


  Someone else said, “Very patriotic, Ms. MacPhee.”


  I lay on the floor and lost consciousness briefly at that point.


  I swam back to the sound of Mrs. Parnell saying, “We’ll have to get her to the hospital.”


  “No hospital.” I kept my eyes closed.


  “Afraid you are hors de combat, Ms. MacPhee.”


  “I’m okay. I think if I can just have a cup of tea.” Like most Cape Bretoners, I understand the healing properties of tea, hot and dark, even at the end of summer after a rough day when you are lying on the floor.


  “Tea? Splendid,” Mrs. Parnell leaned over her walker to look down at me.


  I forced my eyes open a bit and regretted it. If the unrelenting blue of the ceiling and walls was supposed to be soothing, it didn’t do the trick. Neither did the medieval chant blasting from invisible speakers. Lying on the floor should have helped me feel grounded, but there actually didn’t appear to be a floor.


  “What is this stuff?” I brushed at the white, fluffy substance surrounding my head and reaching past Alvin’s and Mrs. Parnell’s ankles. I might also have asked what the harp was doing in the corner.


  “Tea coming right up,” Alvin said, speeding his bony form toward a door. The door was blue, it should go without saying. His pony tail flicked as he disappeared into the blueness.


  “I get it. Don’t you think your new landlord will object to having the entire floor covered with cotton batting?” I managed to sit up in the hope that it would feel better. It didn’t.


  “Glimpse of the future, Ms. MacPhee. Depending on your track record.” Mrs. Parnell jammed a Benson & Hedges into her ebony cigarette holder and flicked her silver lighter.


  “My track record’s just fine, well, at least it used to be. Do you think you should be smoking so close to this flammable material? Keep in mind we are in a badly maintained wooden building in an older part of town with narrow streets.”


  Alvin emerged from somewhere blue and approached with his grandmother’s flowered teapot, two cups and a crystal sherry glass on a tray. “Orange pekoe okay with you, Camilla?”


  “The only choice. Look. All this pretense at normality is charming, but there’s nowhere to sit.”


  Of course, once the white stools and table were pointed out to me, I could see them clearly enough, just above the wispy top of the cotton batting clouds.


  Alvin bent over the tea service in a way that would have made his grandmother proud.


  “Turn off that music, will you, Alvin? It’s giving me the creeps.”


  “But it’s Carmina Burana,” Mrs. Parnell said, shocked.


  A trick of the light seemed to ring Alvin and Mrs. Parnell in a special golden glow. Or maybe that was a new symptom.


  “What do you think of Young Ferguson’s new decor?”


  “Unbelieveable.” No need to lie here.


  Alvin said, “Aw.”


  “God-given talent,” Mrs. Parnell said.


  “Hmm. Thanks for the tea, Alvin. Sorry I was late for all the launches. I can’t do the next one either. It’s a long story.”


  “No need to worry. We know what a terrible time you’ve been through.”


  “You do?”


  “Of course. We heard it on the radio.”


  “Damn. You heard the police were looking for me? It’s better if you don’t know.”


  Mrs. Parnell said, “I don’t believe we know.”


  Alvin said. “Know what? Come on, Camilla. Do you think we could let you down?”


  “If the cops find out you hid me, you might be able to convince them you did it innocently, but you’ll spend time at the station first.”


  “But where would you go?” Alvin said. “There’s a Canada-wide warrant out for you. Not that we know that.”


  “All for one and one for all,” Mrs. Parnell said, pouring her sherry. “We apologize abjectly for putting you under pressure to be at the launches.”


  I said. “I can’t expect you to take chances.”


  “We are more than fair-weather friends,” Mrs. Parnell said. “Something’s afoot, and we will assist you to get to the bottom of it.”


  “Anyway, since when do you mind us taking chances?” Alvin said.


  “Okay. You’ll be more useful if I can call you when I need you. If I could count on that, it would be great. You won’t be any good to anyone if you get arrested.”


  “She might have a point,” Alvin said. “I really hate jail.”


  “It’s nearly five. So head off to your launch and . . .”


  “But . . .” Alvin said.


  “Out of the question,” Mrs. Parnell said.


  “I’ll use the time to make some phone calls. My cellphone was stolen. Did I mention that? I need to track down some people. I also need to get a bit of sleep. I’ll figure out where to go next, and I’ll keep you in the loop. That way if the police do find me, they won’t also find you. Remember, I broke in here.”


  They looked at each other.


  I said. “The sooner you skedaddle, the sooner I get to sleep.”


  I didn’t like the way they hesitated.


  “If you want to do the right thing, do what I ask. We’ll all be better off. Especially me.”


  “At least take this,” Mrs. Parnell said, handing me her cellphone. “That way you don’t have to worry if they bug our land lines. We’ll use Young Ferguson’s cell.”


  I was about to say, I didn’t think they’d be bugging the phones, since that requires a special warrant. But stranger things were happening.


  “Thanks.” Mrs. Parnell’s phone was state of the art, video included and all. I wasn’t surprised.


  “Two other things,” I said. “When you go home, Mrs. P., things are in a bit of a state. Lester and Pierre broke out.”


  She chuckled. “I wondered if they might outfox you, the scamps.”


  So that wasn’t too bad. “And I borrowed some of your clothes.”


  “Glad to be of assistance, Ms. MacPhee. Young Ferguson and I felt we’d let you down. We mustn’t get too caught up in our own selfish interests.”


  “And if it’s all right, I might leave Gussie here. He limits my options. And he needs someone to walk and feed him. I’m sure your landlord won’t find out, Alvin.”


  I was proud that I never mentioned the fact that Gussie is actually a Ferguson dog and by rights should have been Alvin’s responsibility rather than mine, landlord or no landlord. Considering all the talk of friendship, all for one and one for all, comrades to the end.


  “Someone needs to feed your cat, too, Mrs. P.”


  In the end, I thought they’d never leave.


  Twenty-Eight


  First things first. Turn off the music. Stop head throbbing. Find Alvin’s phone. I didn’t want to waste the charge on Mrs. Parnell’s. I looked around. Knowing Alvin, the phone would be blue or white to disappear into the decor. Eventually I found a white phone buried in the cotton clouds.


  I fished the scrap of paper with Bianca’s government number out of my pocket. “You have reached the voice mail of Bianca Celestri. Please leave a message after the beep. Merci. Bonjour . . .” The message was repeated in French as per policy.


  I put down the phone and copied down Celestri. So far, so good. Maybe things were looking up.


  Jasmine was next. Maybe she knew who Chelsea was supposed to meet.


  “Leave me alone,” she screamed as soon as I identified myself. “I’m calling the police.”


  “Why? What good will that do? I didn’t hurt anyone. I just need some information from you,” I said to the dial tone.


  Fine.


  I crawled around Alvin’s apartment looking for a telephone book. Five minutes later, I found one, covered in blue. I had to ask myself, if Alvin had time to do this, why the hell couldn’t he update the goddam mailing lists at Justice for Victims?


  There was one Celestri, B. I copied down the street address. It took a while, because my head was spinning, but so far, so good. Next, I needed to check my home messages, in case P.J. had called with something useful. But the spinning head was causing my stomach to turn. I closed my eyes. Sleep might be the answer. Just a little sleep. Right after that, I’d check my messages and pay a surprise visit to Bianca whoosit. I flopped on Alvin’s blue and white cloud patterned bedspread and slept long and hard.


  I was awakened by nudges and wet kisses. I opened one eye. Gussie was giving me the universal dog symbol for needing a walk. Even if he hadn’t been licking my face, a quick sniff of the air would have told me the same thing.


  “You’ve had your last doughnut, buddy,” I said. “Before we go, let me check my messages. Maybe the coast is clear, and we can go home, and you can chase the cat.”


  Gussie regarded me with his head on his paws as I checked the messages. He looked sort of cute, lying on the low cloud cover.


  
    * * *
  


  The messages were not so cute. I had seven from my sisters. I deleted them as fast as I could. Plus there were a couple of old ones from Mrs. Parnell and Alvin. P.J. had called, asking me to call him ASAP. Even Mombourquette had left a message. The only surprise call was one from my favourite old client, Bunny Mayhew, wishing me luck. Bless his criminous little heart.


  “Wow, Camilla, this is Bunny, saying hi. That is serious stuff you got going down. If I can help you out anyways, let me know, eh. Tonya sends her best wishes. Oh yeah, my phone’s the same first three numbers as yours and then, you’re really going to laugh, L-I-F-T. Is that cool or what? Tonya thinks I should find a new word now, because I’m going straight, but, it’s like a good memento.”


  There you go, I thought, sentiment takes many different forms.


  The last message was from Elaine.


  “Listen closely, Camilla. I don’t know how to reach you, but this is my one call, so I hope you get it. I have been arrested. If you get this message, can you call Nina Pfeffer. She’s the lawyer for WAVE. Her home number is in the book. I would have called her but, as I said, I just get the one call. They keep asking me where you went and what your plans are. I guess it’s a good thing I don’t know the answers. Excuse me? What do you mean my time’s up? My time is not up. Holy moly, I’m just leaving a message for my lawyer. I am not hogging the line. What? Hey . . .”


  Oh, shit.


  I looked up Nina Pfeffer in the phone book.


  Of course, she wasn’t home, it being the Labour Day Weekend and all, but I gamely left a message anyway.


  There were a couple of hang-ups just to keep me guessing.


  
    * * *
  


  I located my backpack with the supply of plastic bags, dropped the cellphone into it, slapped on the tourist disguise and took Gussie for the overdue walk. There’s a strip of parkland in the old section of Hull not too far from Alvin’s place. I figured the walk might help settle my head and give me some idea of what to do for Elaine. If anyone could piss off the police and the Crown and get a couple of extra charges laid against her, and maybe me, it would be Elaine.


  I had a feeling her family was in Florida, so that wasn’t the answer. I didn’t even know her mother’s new last name. I wasn’t sure Elaine did either. I didn’t know if her brother, Eddy, still lived in Canada.


  I stumbled along after Gussie, thinking my way through the fog. Gussie delivered big-time and efficiently. I guess that was good. I desperately needed to get back to Alvin’s apartment.


  As we turned the corner, I saw the one thing I didn’t want to. Rooflights flashing. City of Gatineau police, rather than Ottawa. But then, that’s the thing about a Canada-wide warrant. Everybody gets in on the fun.


  Gussie and I turned down the first alley and got as far away as we could. To add to my crimes, I ditched the plastic bag in a nearby dumpster.


  Five minutes later, we were blending in with the tourists at the Museum of Civilization. I got Youssef on the phone and asked to be picked up.


  “Akbar wasn’t all that happy about you,” Youssef said.


  “What is this, a popularity contest? I suppose he didn’t mention the tip. Fine, I’ll call someone else.”


  “Nothing to worry about. Akbar’s a bit touchy, but he’s off duty now. Now, it’s my cousin Faroud.”


  “Thanks.”


  He hadn’t asked about the dog. Good.


  In the five minutes it took Faroud to show up, I had figured out where I was going next. If the cops had arrested Elaine at Maisie’s, then the Pathfinder was probably still in the parking lot. I was banking on finding the spare keys.


  My nagging worry was, how did the police know to look at Alvin’s place? Had one of my family members squealed? I found that hard to believe. Had the police interviewed Alvin and Mrs. P. and broken through their defenses? Maybe Elaine had fingered them; there’s often a bit of tension there. I discounted that idea. Elaine would have her fingernails pulled out before she’d give the police any useful information. General principles.


  Faroud, when he showed up, didn’t blink at Gussie. He had the Holly Cole CD playing. That meant no pesky radio bulletins to give him ideas. It was a short drive back to the market. I was still fishing around in the backpack for my cash when we got there.


  “Not that it’s my business, miss,” he said, “but you should do something about that dog’s diet.”


  “Really? You a vet?”


  He didn’t like that. I saw him narrow his eyes at me through the rear view mirror. “No, I am not a veterinarian, but I do have a functioning nose.”


  “Sorry. You’re right. It’s a problem.”


  I removed my red sunglasses and kept digging for money. It was a bit hard to locate specific items with all those multiple images. Eventually, I fished out a ten-dollar bill and thrust it at him.


  “You need a receipt?” he said.


  “No, and keep the change.” I said. The sooner I got out of the cab and into the Pathfinder, the better.


  He turned around and looked straight at me. “Are you all right?”


  “Of course, I’m all right,” I said, with remarkable dignity for a person dressed as Captain Canada with the world’s stinkiest dog as sidekick.


  “One of your pupils is quite dilated. I think you should seek medical attention. Would you like me to drive you to a hospital?”


  “You a doctor?”


  “Yes, in fact, I am. Maybe not in this country, but with eight years of training and solid post-grad work too. Good idea to listen to me.”


  “Thanks. I’ll go to the walk-in clinic.”


  “No. Go straight to Emergency. You probably need a CAT scan. I’ll take you if you want. On the house.”


  “Used to be everyone was a comedian. Now everyone’s a doctor.”


  That didn’t go down well. “Perhaps you should show a bit of respect,” he said with a flash of anger in his dark eyes.


  “With all due respect, I think you should mind your own business.”


  Okay, so that was rude of me, and the guy was just being a compassionate and competent human being, but hospitals are always crawling with cops, and they’d be on the lookout.


  I felt Faroud’s black eyes on me as I rounded the corner. I looked back to see if he could see me head into the parking garage. But it looked like the coast was clear.


  
    * * *
  


  What is it about these garages? They’re so disorienting. Even without a concussion, how does anyone find their car, figure how to pay the parking and then work their way out of the maze? To make matters worse, the evening light was starting to dim.


  Eventually, I spotted the Pathfinder. Dusty as ever. I made a couple of guesses where the spare keys might be. No luck under the driver’s door. No luck on the underside of the front bumper. When I tried the rear bumper, I hit the jackpot. That Elaine. Good thing she had insurance.


  The next challenge was using the automated payment system to get my exit ticket. Elaine had left the ticket in the Pathfinder, which you’re not supposed to do. I blessed her.


  Just to be safe, I bent down to the garage floor surface and picked up enough grit and dirt to smear the license plates. Not to be obvious, just enough to obscure the numbers. Paranoia, a person could get used to it.


  For a few minutes, I sat in the Pathfinder and tried to concentrate, and to see without all the extra images. I used the time to call Mombourquette. Why should he miss out on all the fun?


  “Lennie! I hope I didn’t call you in from the garden, but . . .”


  “This is a dangerous game you’re playing. Have you lost your mind, Camilla?”


  “Why are you yelling? I thought we were buddies now.”


  “There’s a Canada-wide warrant for your arrest, and everyone is worried sick. Your sisters had to take Valium.”


  “Really? That’s probably good for them.”


  “Can you be serious? They’re afraid the shock will kill your father.”


  That was hitting below the belt. “You tell them, Lennie, to make damn sure he doesn’t find out. He’s eighty-one years old, and quite deaf, and if they have half a brain in total, they’ll leave him at the cottage with a keeper but no radio.”


  “I think that’s what happened. They’re afraid he’ll find out somehow.”


  “Maybe they should give him credit for not believing this crap.”


  “That you’re wanted in the killings of Laura Brown and Chelsea O’Keefe?”


  “My father will not believe that.”


  “I hope you’re right.”


  “Do my sisters believe it? Do you believe it?”


  “Of course, they don’t. And I don’t either.”


  “Well then.”


  “They’re out combing the hospital emergency rooms and looking in ditches in case you have died of your head injury.”


  “I’m not in the hospital, and I’m not in a ditch, and I didn’t kill anyone. How’s that for cheerful news?”


  I must have been yelling, because the woman getting into the next car jumped. That was all I needed, alarmed witnesses who might tune into the news as soon as they got into their vehicles. I rolled down the window. “Sorry to startle you,” I said. “Bad reception in here. Yelling doesn’t help.” I shook the cellphone.


  She slammed her door. All four of her lock buttons went down.


  Mombourquette said something.


  “What, Leonard? Sorry, I missed that.”


  “Running away adds to the offense. No one who knows you would believe you killed anyone.”


  “Maybe someone at the Office of the Crown Prosecutor.”


  “Even there, they’re just going on the current evidence, and I guess it’s pretty compelling. But that will get sorted out. Isn’t that what you’ve been telling me? That I’ll be vindicated? Now I’m telling you the same thing.”


  “Compelling evidence? How can it be compelling, if I didn’t do it?”


  “Apparently, they have witnesses and tips. Conn is working to find out.”


  “What witnesses? Besides the bartender, there are others? Who?”


  “If I did know, I wouldn’t tell you, because you’d be on their doorsteps five minutes later, and then you’d get harassment and threatening a witness added to the charges . . .”


  “Look here, Lennie . . .”


  “And, the big thing is, they found Laura Brown’s car in the parking lot behind the Department of Justice.”


  “That’s great.”


  “It’s not great. They found your jacket in it.”


  “They couldn’t have.”


  “Jean jacket with butterflies. Something you were seen to be wearing after Laura died. Which would mean you had her car.”


  “Someone planted it.”


  “Of course. When these charges are found to be false, you’ll still have to deal with the fleeing arrest.”


  “Well, how can I flee if I don’t know there’s a warrant for me?”


  “It’s all over the media, for God’s sake.”


  “I’m out and about, and I just haven’t heard it.”


  “You just heard it from me.”


  “You’re such a kidder, Lennie, who could believe such a crazy story?”


  “Right. They’ll laugh you out of bail court. Get a better story.”


  “Which reminds me, that’s why I called. Elaine is being held. She wanted me to call the WAVE lawyer. I couldn’t reach her. She could end up spending the night behind bars, because no one knows she’s there.”


  “If you’re asking what I think, I’d rather stick pins in my eyes.”


  “That’s too bad, because she thinks the world of you.”


  “This is just a diversionary tactic on your part, Camilla. I hope you realize that I can see right through it.”


  “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” In truth, I didn’t.


  “Tell you what. If I see what can be done to get this woman legal counsel, will you refrain from doing any more stupid things?”


  “Sure.”


  I didn’t see anything stupid about finding Bianca Celestri.


  Twenty-Nine


  The conversation with Mombourquette gave me an adrenaline boost. I felt much better as I eased the Pathfinder out of the parking spot. I adjusted the rearview mirror. How did Elaine ever see out at that angle? In the mirror, I noticed a woman waving her arms and running after me.


  Her hair was in disarray, and she appeared to be screaming. She banged on the rear window of the Pathfinder. My job is helping others, and I was not without sympathy for someone with obvious mental problems. But as a fleeing suspected felon, I couldn’t do anything for her.


  I accelerated away to the exit, slipped my paid ticket in the machine and turned from the garage into the heavy weekend traffic on William Street. Ten feet from the garage exit, a uniform with a cup of Tim Hortons in his hand was walking towards an idling cruiser. He didn’t see me, because he was engaged in a lively discussion with a pair of working girls. I figured he’d take care of the deranged woman when he spotted her. That shouldn’t take long, because she was running out the exit toward him at that moment.


  I rounded the corner and slipped into the flow towards King Edward. I heard sirens in the distance. I turned on the CBC half hour news to see if there were any developments on the me front.


  “Police have issued a Canada-wide warrant for Ottawa lawyer Camilla MacPhee in connection with two recent murders. MacPhee is wanted for questioning in connection with the deaths of forty-eight-year-old Laura Lynette Brown and twenty-six-year-old Chelsea O’Keefe. MacPhee is no stranger to the police and was involved at the scene of a fatal shootout during the recent Bluesfest.


  “Further charges against MacPhee are expected shortly. She is described as mid-thirties, dark-haired and stocky, and is considered dangerous.”


  I was so stunned I had to pull the Pathfinder off the road and park until I caught my breath. I didn’t know what was worse, stocky or dangerous.


  I hoped that Bianca Celestri hadn’t been listening.


  
    * * *
  


  Bianca lived in a tasteful condo development across the street from the gated grounds of Rideau Hall, the Governor General’s residence. To add to the tone, unless I missed my guess, a former Prime Minister resided just down the street.


  Cars lined the street, and parking was obviously hard to find. Just as I arrived, a silver Neon pulled out, and I slid the much larger Pathfinder into the spot. I may have bumped the car behind me, I wasn’t sure. Give me a small car any time.


  The Pathfinder seemed to have heated up again, and I didn’t want to take a chance on leaving Gussie. When I rang the buzzer at number two, I told him to be quiet. One good thing, if you were in the entryway at this particular unit, you weren’t visible from any of the windows. There were attractive planters filled with large shrubs. It was dark enough that no one could really see you unless they were walking right by. It had the added advantages of being cool and sheltered. I mentioned this to Gussie. He stretched out and laid his head on his paws. He looked at me with big, sad eyes.


  “Don’t you start,” I said. “I have professional guilt inducers in my life, and they’re way out of your league.”


  Bianca Celestri had a shiny black door. I rang the buzzer.


  “I’ll ask her to give you a bowl of water. Stop with the dramatics.”


  I stabbed at the door again. No answer. I didn’t want to think she might have been away for the weekend. I preferred to believe she was implicated in Laura’s death, or she was scared shitless.


  Gussie sighed. Pointedly.


  I leaned against the peephole to see if someone was peeking out at me. The door swung open with my weight, and I fell forward. I landed on my bruised knees on the marble floor of the entranceway.


  “Hello. Your door’s open. Hello?” Okay. It sounded crazy, even to my ears.


  This time I yelled, “Bianca, I need to speak to you.”


  It crossed my mind that Bianca might not live alone, and I could encounter some gentleman friend who didn’t like strangers falling through the door. But no one appeared. I got to my feet and brushed off my knees. Gussie looked up at me with hope.


  When you’re wanted for two murders and implicated in two others, why worry about getting the dog a bowl of water? The words “unlawful entering” came to mind, but that seemed like small potatoes.


  The tiny but snazzy kitchen was visible from the entrance. I found a lovely blue bowl in a cupboard and filled it for Gussie. This reminded me to go to the bathroom. When you’re on the run, you take opportunities where you find them.


  My sisters would have approved of the fashionable powder room. Tuscan colours, nifty sconces, soap from L’Occitane. I was the only discordant element. I stared at myself in the mirror. Scary.


  I whipped off the maple leaf baseball cap. That helped, but not much. There I was, in all my dark and stocky glory, with raccoon eyes, looking thoroughly dangerous. And as cool and comfortable as Bianca’s house was, I didn’t have any business being in it.


  “Time to head out,” I said to Gussie.


  I thought I heard him moan. What the hell had he eaten now? The blue bowl? But Gussie had already dozed off on the cool marble entryway floor.


  I heard the moan again. I closed my eyes and listened. It seemed to come from the stairs leading to the lower level.


  “Be prepared to get the hell out of here,” I said to Gussie.


  Stairs had been a problem for me. Was this another trap? Was someone lurking? I figured if anyone tried to sneak up on me, Gussie would bark. Of course, I was dizzy enough to fall without any assistance.


  I crept halfway down, keeping my back to the wall, and peered into the dim room. At the foot of the stairs was a crumpled mass. I didn’t have to look closely to know it was a woman, dark hair spread around her, one sandal on, the other still on the staircase. This was a fine time to realize I’d left Mrs. Parnell’s cellphone in the Pathfinder. I glanced over my shoulder, then scrambled down, gripping the banister.


  I knelt beside her. A raw wound gaped on the back of her head. I couldn’t see her face, but blood had seeped out around her. She moaned softly again. She was alive, with a weak pulse.


  “Bianca. I’m calling 911. They won’t take long. You’ll be okay.”


  I pushed the hair from her face. I’m not sure why. But even before that, I knew she was the woman I’d seen lunching with Laura.


  The main thing was to call for an ambulance. “Hang in there,” I said. I staggered up the stairs and reached for the portable phone I’d seen in the kitchen. I gave the particulars to the 911 operator.


  “Who’s calling?” she asked.


  “A neighbour,” I said. “I just came in because her door had been open for a while. I heard moaning, and I found her at the bottom of the stairs. Hurry.”


  “They’re on their way. Stay calm and tell me what happened.”


  “I don’t know. She has a head wound. Should I do something?”


  “Don’t move her. The paramedics will be there soon.”


  “Okay.” I heard the quaver in my voice. I kept the phone in my hand and wobbled down the stairs again. I put my hand on her back.


  “Bianca,” I said. “It’s going to be all right.”


  Nothing.


  “The paramedics are on their way. They will take care of you. You’re going to make it.”


  “Ma’am?” the dispatcher said.


  “Yes?”


  “Is she still breathing?”


  “Yes, but she keeps making a gurgling sound. What should I do?”


  “Just keep calm, ma’am. Help is on its way.”


  “Please tell me what I can do, because . . .” I stopped talking, because I heard sirens outside. Then steps in the hallway upstairs and loud barking from Gussie.


  “Down here,” I yelled. “Hurry.”


  Two firefighters in rescue gear thundered down the stairs. I knew the fire department and the police often get to a scene before the paramedics.


  “What happened?” the first firefighter said.


  I said. “I found her here. The front door was open.”


  “She fell?”


  “I think someone attacked her.”


  I started up the steps, nearly colliding with a couple of police officers. Gussie had decided to block their way.


  I grabbed his collar. “Sorry, officers. Can you take a look around? Bianca has a serious wound on the back of her head.”


  “Who are you?” The first constable had his notebook out. He turned as the paramedics trooped through the door.


  “Downstairs. Quick,” I said.


  “Wait a minute,” one of the paramedics said, “don’t I know you?”


  I put my hand over my mouth. “All that blood, I think I’m going to be sick.”


  There was a lot of confusion in the entryway. Gussie and I took advantage of it. We slipped out the door and into the Pathfinder in seconds. In hindsight, I should have wiped my fingerprints off the door, the phone, the banister and the bowl Gussie drank from. But I was new at being a fugitive.


  
    * * *
  


  Drive first, think later. I hadn’t been blocked by the emergency vehicles, so I left without too much trouble, considering my head was swimming. I drove in a random pattern through the neighbourhood streets trying to stay off the main roads, until I had a plan. At least the cops didn’t know what I was wearing, and it might take them a while to connect the attack on Bianca with me. After about ten minutes, I pulled over on a tree-lined street and leaned back. I turned on the radio and caught the nine-thirty news. Might as well know the worst.


  According to the announcer, the latest development in my flight from the authorities was shocking: “Police have released video footage of fugitive lawyer Camilla MacPhee following a daring daylight theft of an SUV from a downtown parking garage. Surveillance cameras show MacPhee accompanied by a large mixed-breed dog, believed to be vicious. MacPhee is wearing a Canada baseball cap, T-shirt and large red sunglasses. She is considered dangerous. A reward has been posted for information leading to her arrest.”


  The story was completed by the owner of the stolen vehicle. “I was terrified. The woman drove like a maniac. She had some kind of a wolf with her. I was lucky to escape with my life.”


  I argued back. “What are you talking about? You chased me.”


  Gussie whimpered. “Sorry, Gussie, I got you into this mess with me. So you’re going to have to forgive me for what I have to do next.”


  But the radio wasn’t finished. Not by a long shot.


  “MacPhee’s family and friends are appealing to her to turn herself in.”


  “Camilla, you get yourself to the nearest police station on the double before there’s any more trouble. Do you hear me, Missy?”


  Ah, Edwina. In four star general mode.


  “Camilla? Please turn yourself in. The police will help get to the bottom of what is going on. Whatever it is.”


  Sure, Alexa. You can trust the police. You’re sleeping with them.


  “Ms. MacPhee. I am confident you will do the right thing. And whatever happens, Young Ferguson and I will be at your side.”


  “Lord thundering Jesus, Camilla. You know we’re here for you.”


  Thanks, guys. Keep up the pretense.


  Thirty


  I took a minute to ponder the new state of affairs. Laura’s murderer was in high gear, and the police were squandering their resources chasing me instead of the real killer. I might have had a concussion or even two, and I was definitely in deep shit, but, even so, I still had the best chance of getting to the bottom of things.


  I thought back to the news broadcast. As usual, Mrs. Parnell had been speaking in her own sort of code. All those World War II habits of enigmatic speech were paying off. Her message told me I could count on her, no matter what. And Alvin too, apparently.


  But I had a few pressing problems. Number one, finding a way not to look like the lunatic in the news clips. Since my regular description had also been released, being me was not an option. Shopping was out of the question, so was going home to change, or turning up at the homes of any of my friends.


  As my father used to say, when the going gets tricky, the tough get trickier. Something like that. He had many sayings that cropped up at tough moments. Some were more useful than others.


  I looked around my pilfered Pathfinder. Unfortunately, it didn’t contain a complete set of clothing in my size. I spotted a pair of jeans in size sixteen on the backseat. The glove compartment and the cargo space revealed nothing useful, unless I was going to go out disguised as someone’s discarded McDonald’s lunch.


  Under the seat, I found a blue and white flowered silk scarf. I slid out of my shorts and into the jeans. They hung loosely, but so what? I rolled the hems. I turned my T-shirt inside out so the tulip disappeared. I popped the red lenses out of the cheap sunglasses, leaving the black frames. The scarf made a lovely hijab, hiding my hair. The “glasses” gave me a studious look and blended with the raccoon eyes.


  I could pass for a graduate student at one of the universities until I came up with something better. I hopped out of the Pathfinder and checked the license plate. Still nicely obscured.


  I was feeling quite proud of myself as I headed back to Sandy Hill and Mombourquette’s little house. I parked a block away and hustled Gussie along the street to the small gated garden.


  I opened the side gate, pushed Gussie in and told him not to eat the beautiful plants. I did my best to look like a grad student and not a fleeing felon as I got the hell out of there.


  A couple of miles later, I left him a phone message.


  “Leonard, no matter how you are feeling about me, Gussie is an innocent bystander. Please don’t let him into your garbage or painting supplies. Absolutely No Doughnuts. Thanks. I’ll make it up to you.”


  
    * * *
  


  Hearing two of my sisters on the nine-thirty news had told me something useful. The third one, Donalda, must have stayed with my father at the cottage. If she’d come into town, I’d have heard her comments too. That meant her house was fair game. Donalda lived in Alta Vista, much more convenient than Edwina’s and Alexa’s Nepean homes.


  I ditched the Pathfinder in a strip mall on Heron and hobbled onto the bus to Alta Vista. No one gave me a second look. I loved that hijab.


  I staggered along to my sister’s large bungalow from a strip of green space at the back, feeling worse by the minute. I slid off the scarf and tucked it in the jeans pocket. I wasn’t worried about getting in. I know all my sisters’ key codes. But at Donalda’s, a new keypad had been installed on the back door. The old code didn’t work. What word would Donalda choose? I tried MACP but no. Then the first four letters of each of their names. No luck. Donalda’s toy poodle. Birthdays. Nope.


  I thought hard. My brother-in-law lives to fish. I tried FISH. But then again, Donalda detests fishing. What the hell, I tried fish backwards. HSIF.


  I was in.


  Donalda’s neighbours would know she was at the cottage. If I switched on any lights, the neighbours would spot them. And unless they were comatose, they would know I was on the run. I decided not to give them something to think about.


  I headed to my brother-in-law’s little kingdom in the basement. It’s dark and cavelike, with every comfort you can think of. A great place, if you don’t mind mounted pike on the walls. A 54-inch television dominated the only wall without fish. The cave included a microwave, sink, bar fridge, coffee maker, the world’s most comfortable sofa and a full bathroom. The basement was cool. Because it’s in Donalda’s house, everything was spotless.


  Unlike me. I was filthy. I felt like a human garbage can. I was sticky and reeked of sweat and dog. I was also exhausted and ravenous.


  Unfortunately, I was too dirty to touch food, too hungry to sleep, too wobbly to shower but groggy enough to drown in the tub. Plus I was too addled to figure out a solution to this set of problems.


  I sat on the sofa to think and dozed off immediately. When I jerked myself awake, I was still dirty and hungry. I located a source of Tylenol 3 in Donalda’s bathroom. I gobbled a bag of potato chips, and I ran the water in the tub. A bath would help get the kinks out. I’d be squeaky clean when I got arrested. I lowered my aching body and a large bar of Zest into the tub. I’d set the clock radio for ten minutes later. No point in having a great hideout and then drowning.


  Afterwards, I ferreted out some Old Spice deodorant and my brother-in-law’s terrycloth dressing gown. I smelled exactly like one of my old boyfriends before a big date. If there hadn’t been a price on my head, I would have been having a hell of a good time. But the police were looking for me, so I needed to think about what to do next.


  Luckily, my major legacy of legal aid work was the bag of tricks I’d unintentionally absorbed from clients. How to pass through security undetected. How to disguise yourself. How to steal cars. How to infiltrate locked houses when the owners are sleeping. Bunny Mayhew had been particularly innovative. I’d never needed any of that information, but now it was coming in handy.


  A lot of burglars take advantage of an empty house to eat. Once I was clean and rested, potato chips weren’t quite enough. I checked the kitchen fridge. I polished off a half-container of orange juice. That felt good. I found a small lasagna in the freezer. I made a salad and set up the TV tray in the basement while the lasagna heated in the microwave. I chose rocky road ice cream for dessert. Donalda would never miss this small amount of food from her vast reserves. I raided the cupboard for a package of double chocolate chip cookies and dropped them into my backpack as emergency rations for the road.


  I tidied up my traces. Donalda can sense a shift in the molecules. I settled in downstairs with my tray of food. I turned on the TV, hoping the flicker wouldn’t show through the shuttered windows.


  My thrilling escapades continued to highlight the news. Local lawyer goes on a murder spree and vanishes into the night. What’s not to love? A steely-eyed police spokesperson gave an update. Two women murdered and a third woman in critical condition with head injuries. I had been fingered by my regular paramedic in Bianca’s home.


  I made plans for an emergency departure in case. Time for a change. Each of my sisters keeps a closet with castoff clothing ready to be sent off to the Salvation Army. I checked out Donalda’s and selected a pair of navy blue cotton twill pants. They fit when I cut three inches off the length. I added a long-sleeved blue T-shirt and a pair of grey Keds, slightly too big but better than my broken sandals. I added a khaki fishing hat, a beige nylon windbreaker and a pair of my brother-in-law’s golfing gloves. I bet he didn’t know Donalda was giving that stuff away.


  In the basement, I laid out my new outfit. I stuffed what I’d been wearing under the sofa. I ran my underwear through the washer and dryer. I took the jacket and gloves and folded them, ready to slip into my backpack. Unfortunately, the backpack was stuffed, especially since I’d added the chocolate chip cookies. I emptied it and realized I’d been lugging Laura’s book around since I’d left for the park with Gussie. No wonder the damn pack was so heavy. I removed the book and slid it under the sofa with the clothes. It wasn’t a night for reading. I unlocked the closest window. I figured I could squeeze through in a pinch. With everything ready for takeoff, I curled up on the sofa to get some sleep.


  Oddly enough, I felt a bit wired. Maybe it was the chocolate in the ice cream. At the same time, I was rattled, bruised and confused. But I needed to figure out what was going on. Who was killing these people? Why was I being blamed? Who had Laura Brown really been? What did that have to do with her death?


  All that thinking gave me a headache. I set the alarm for four-thirty and turned off the lights. Ten minutes later, I turned them back on.


  Maybe I did need to read. I wanted something other than Field and Stream or House Beautiful. I pulled Laura’s book out from under the sofa. It wasn’t the sort of book that I imagined Laura reading, but then what had I known about her?


  I was intrigued immediately, even if my concentration wasn’t at its best. Some people can do that: transmit their passion with wit and humanity and still make a decent sentence.


  On page eight, I noticed something wrong. Pages stuck together. I couldn’t imagine the fastidious Laura eating or drinking while reading a forty-dollar hardcover. I tried to pull the pages apart before I realized that a seam had been fashioned on the top, side and bottom.


  I was raised to revere books, so it took nerve to get a pair of scissors and cut off the glued edges, while trying not to damage any of the print. When the pages opened, a pair of newspaper clippings slipped out.


  Thirty-One


  I stared at the yellowing papers in my hand. Finding hidden clues was no more unlikely than anything else that had happened that weekend. But it felt so very Nancy Drew.


  The first clipping was a write-up from an unidentified paper detailing a robbery by a group called the Settlers. The Settlers seemed to be a quasi-wacko urban revolutionary brigade, modelled on The Weathermen or The Symbionese Liberation Movement. They had cut a swath through the American midwest back in the late seventies, robbing banks and bombing cars. They had shot a pregnant bank customer at point blank range and mowed down a teenaged boy in a gas station. Two police officers had been killed during one of their escapes. The body of a young girl, believed to be a Settler, had been found outside the town after the last hold-up. No identification had been found for her.


  The second one was an article about Kathleen Soliah facing trial after thirty years as a respectable member of the community. I’d read a lot about her case. What had these clippings meant to Laura? She’d obviously wanted to hide them. But why? These were newspaper articles, hardly secret. I’d seen the Soliah article myself. Had Laura been sending a message? Why would she think I’d find them? The whole idea was crazy. But Laura had planned to have me as her next-of-kin. Because I had been publicly involved in three high-profile investigations in two years? You couldn’t read the Ottawa papers and miss them.


  Yet she’d never mentioned those incidents when I’d run into her, unlike everyone else. I’d been grateful at the time, but now I asked myself if she’d figured if anything happened to her, I’d find the clippings and investigate. Maybe she’d left other cryptic messages.


  There had been nothing at all to do with the law or justice in Laura’s home, and yet there in plain view in her bedroom was this book that anyone who knew me even slightly would figure I would reach for. On the other hand, no one on a routine search would find the clippings.


  My eyes were getting heavy. I slipped the book back and turned out the light. I had just dozed off when I heard footsteps overhead. What were they doing there in the middle of the night?


  Donalda’s voice, Queen of the Realm. “How many times have I asked you not to leave glasses in the sink?”


  “I didn’t.” My brother-in-law pathetically protesting innocence.


  “Excuse me? Is this not a glass?”


  “Yes.”


  Off with his head. A low mumble from the accused.


  “Do I have to tolerate that tone as well?”


  Every now and then, I feel sorry for my brothers-in-law.


  “Fine,” Donalda commanded, “you sleep in the basement.”


  Damn. Donalda would turn me in to the police in a New York minute. She believes in the justice system. Plus I’d left a glass in the sink.


  I grabbed the pile of clothes and the backpack and rushed for the window. I tripped over the TV table. I could hear Joe slowly descending, too smart to look eager to spend the night with his fish.


  I bonked my head on the frame of the window going out and saw galaxies. I crawled across the grass in the backyard, still wearing Joe’s bathrobe, dragging the backpack and the pile of clothes. I slithered into the garden shed and lay there, gasping. It was all I could do to stand up. The shimmer was back in a big way.


  I slipped into the pants and the T-shirt. I plucked out the glasses frames and put them on. The fishing hat was a nice touch.


  I grabbed a fishing rod that I found hanging on the wall. Donalda’s ancient one-speed bike was propped in the corner.


  I got on the bike and wobbled off into the night.


  
    * * *
  


  I biked along Alta Vista, down Pleasant Park to Riverside and then to the bike path. I figured that was one place the cops wouldn’t be looking for me. Donalda’s bike had no lights. With the cloud cover, there was barely enough moonlight to navigate. Not long after getting on the path, I spotted a thick clump of trees near the river’s edge. I saw no sign of homeless campers or partying teens. I tucked myself well out of view and hunkered down to assess my options.


  The river glittered in the sliver of moonlight, peaceful and soothing. There wasn’t much to do except think. If I’d had a flashlight, I could have rechecked Laura’s book, searching for other glued pages or items written in margins, anything to help me understand. But anyway, the book was back under the sofa.


  I spent my time planning what to do next before the sun came up and the path filled with runners, walkers, dogs and cops on bikes. It was important to avoid the obvious associates. My former criminal clients showed up at the homes of girlfriends, who immediately turned them in. Or decided to hide them but weren’t smart enough to pull it off. Or a buddy ratted them out for a sentencing break. Most of them racked up car thefts, break-ins, robberies, assaults on the run. Those charges stuck, even if the original offence didn’t.


  Except for the Pathfinder mistake, and running away, I’d avoided indictable offences. But unless I found the guilty party, I’d be serving time in a federal institution for women. I could plead diminished capacity and get myself into a mental institution. Tough choice. No chance of bail for a known flight risk.


  All to say, I didn’t have much to lose by being on the run. Well, maybe my license to practice law, but that was already in jeopardy. Multiple murder and aggravated assault were my key problems. Everything else was small potatoes.


  So.


  Rule One for all successful crooks was: Don’t get caught.


  Rule Two: If you do get caught, have a good lawyer ready.


  Rule Three: Pick a lawyer who’s wily as a snake, twice as mean, and media savvy.


  I decided to check my home phone messages using Mrs. Parnell’s cell. I should have done it at Donalda’s, but in my muddled state, it hadn’t occurred to me. And in retrospect, I wasn’t sure if the police could check what number you checked your messages from.


  I had lots of messages.


  P.J. said, “Don’t forget, I get the exclusive interview. Let’s do it while you’re on the run. Call me.”


  My sisters had left a flurry of “turn yourself in” messages. Alvin and Mrs. Parnell offered their support, assistance, tea and all the Harvey’s Bristol Cream I needed to help me regain my equilibrium.


  Three hang-ups


  Then Mombourquette.


  “Camilla? Leonard here. Pay close attention. You are in deep shit. Your so-called friend, Elaine Ekstein, is not doing you any favours. She is telling police all sorts of strange things. They’ve let her go. They think she may lead them to you. You cannot trust her. You need to turn yourself in. I want to help. Here’s my number, it’s easy to remember.”


  I tried to get my head around Mombourquette’s message. Elaine could be unpredictable when dealing with the police. That’s Elaine. Elaine had been my friend since university, and I do not turn against my friends.


  What had Elaine told the police? Had Mombourquette misconstrued it? I needed to think this through. If I viewed Laura as the centre, which made sense, Elaine fit into the puzzle somehow. If I could sort through the details, I could get a handle on it. And as my father used to tell me when I was stuck on math problems, the devil’s in the details. Concentrate on those. Okay, the details. Elaine had known Laura at Carleton. Even though she said she hadn’t liked her. Elaine had pictures of people from the Carleton days. She hadn’t volunteered that information, I had suggested it. She had trouble finding the right photos, I had fished them out. She had given me some but not all of the photos. She knew I was taking the pictures to try to get identification from the girls at Maisie’s. She knew I was in the Market when I was attacked. She knew Frances Foxall and Sylvie Dumais. She knew I was looking for the woman who had lunched with Laura and knew her name was Bianca. She hadn’t managed to prevent Norine from calling the police.


  Oops. Blinding flash. I had taken the wrong Pathfinder and left behind the replacement photos which I needed to show Jasmine. But I didn’t want to get distracted by that. I went back to stewing about Elaine. I wasn’t ready to discount my friend, but I couldn’t put myself at her mercy either. I decided to follow Rule Two and get myself a lawyer. I called Mombourquette.


  To my surprise, he picked up the phone. “Are you okay?”


  “Not bad for being on the run. Can you do something for me?”


  “Camilla. Turn yourself in before an officer spots you and decides you’re resisting arrest. Let the police help.”


  “Right. Like they’re helping so far? I need to find this killer.”


  “Listen, every officer believes you killed two women and seriously injured another. They’re nervous. They think you’re armed.”


  “What?”


  “You heard me. Turn yourself in before you get shot.”


  Thirty-Two


  “Armed? What could I be armed with? Talk sense, Leonard.”


  “They got a tip you’re carrying a weapon. Might have been Elaine.”


  “That’s just plain nuts. What kind of weapon am I supposed to have?”


  “A gun. So some nervous constable thinks he’s facing an armed murderer, shoots first and asks questions later. Think about that.”


  “Come on.”


  “Or, you get arrested, you kick up a bit of fuss. The officers use reasonable force to subdue you. Your head gets rattled a bit. On top of your concussions, the additional injury leads to brain damage. You want to spend the rest of your days in a rehab centre? You think you got troubles now.”


  “Holy shit.”


  “Exactly. So where are you? I’ll come and get you and make sure there’s medical personnel available as soon as you come in. Conn will show up too. Nothing will happen with us.”


  “If you want to do something for me, get Sheldon Romanek on the phone. I want him to represent me.”


  “Romanek? That shithead defence lawyer? I wouldn’t talk to that snake if you did have a gun, and you held it to my head.”


  “Don’t use clichés, Leonard. He’s a snake, but he’s the best snake.”


  “I’ve had cases thrown out because of him.”


  “I’m not asking you to date him.”


  “It’s not exactly office hours.”


  “That’s pretty lame, Leonard. Romanek has a criminal practice. His clients call when they get arrested. They don’t make appointments at convenient times. Please just make the call. I’d do it myself, but I don’t have his number.”


  “You think I have his number?”


  “You have a phone book. This cellphone is running out of juice.”


  “You can’t get legal aid. Who’ll pay his exorbitant fees?”


  “Well, not you, Leonard. So don’t worry.”


  There goes the RRSP, I figured.


  “Camilla, listen . . .”


  “And tell Romanek I won’t submit to a dehumanizing strip search.”


  “Be serious. You’re a lawyer, you know the rules.”


  “And I want it in writing. Take it or leave it. Damn. I’m losing power. Don’t let me down, Leonard.”


  
    * * *
  


  I didn’t want to squander my cellphone charge arguing with Mombourquette. Plus I had the Elaine problem. Was Mombourquette right? Was Elaine capable of telling the police I had a weapon?


  What did I really know about Elaine anyway? She’d moved from the States to go to Carleton. I’d never met any of her family, not even her diabetic brother, Eddy. Estranged from her parents, she’d said. Period.


  But Elaine had been my friend through every tough time that had happened to me for the past eighteen years. She’d been part of my elopement plan and a witness at my wedding. Still, I had to be cautious.


  I’d been so shocked, I’d forgotten to tell Mombourquette about the clippings. He could have followed up on the Settlers. And I hadn’t been able to reach Jasmine. I was counting on her to make connections between Laura and the women at the restaurant. Were there other contacts besides Bianca? Was someone else in danger? Was Jasmine?


  Without the photos, I had nothing to show Jasmine. Which brought me back to Elaine. She had gazillions of photos, if I could get my mitts on them. Tricky. The police would have her place staked out. That added an element of challenge.


  And police or no police, Elaine’s place was like a fortress. How could I get into her second floor apartment? Like they say, when in doubt, ask an expert. I knew just the one. The talented Bunny Mayhew, the best second-storey man ever. The good news: I had his telephone number.


  
    * * *
  


  “Wow, Camilla, you are sure in the deep weeds.”


  “I noticed that myself, Bunny.”


  “Canada-wide warrant,” he said. I detected pride in his voice.


  “Can you help me?”


  “Name it.”


  “Okay. You can’t talk to the police or the media. And especially your friends.” I refrained from saying your shallow-end-of-the-gene-pool friends who always needed information to trade to the cops.


  “Hey, you’ve done a lot for me. I’ve never even served time. You always got me off, even when I was guilty.”


  True. If anyone had been primed for the slammer, it was Bunny Mayhew. I couldn’t take credit. Female jurors fell in love with him.


  “Suppose, speaking hypothetically, I needed to get into someone’s house when they were in it, what would be the best way? Not that this would happen or that you would counsel someone to commit a crime.”


  “Like you said. Hypothetical. They got a security system?”


  “Hypothetically, yes.”


  “It usually means there’s alarms on all the ground floor entrances and windows. What kind of system?”


  “Don’t know. Say an extremely good one.”


  “Motion detectors?”


  “Yes, and a lot of locks.”


  “No problem. First, you find a place to hide where the cops won’t look afterwards, and then you work on the motion detector. You could wave a branch so the shadow triggers the alarm.”


  “But . . .”


  “A thick tree is a good hiding place. Then when the cops show up four to five minutes later, they check out the house. Okay? That takes maybe fifteen minutes. Ten minutes after that, you wave your branch and set off the alarm again. You go back to your hiding place.”


  “A tree? I don’t know . . .”


  “Cops come, cops check, cops go away again. They don’t think you’re hanging around in a tree, they think you ran away. Speaking hypothetically. Ten minutes later, you do the same thing. Cops come, cops get a bit pissed off with the resident, cops suggest they’ll be charging for all three false alarms. Resident calls the security system and gives them hell. Turns off system. You’re in like Flynn.”


  “Brilliant. But there would be cops outside the house, and they wouldn’t think it was a false alarm. They’d think it was me. In this far-fetched scenario.”


  “Wow. And you’re armed and dangerous, eh. They’ll just shoot you.”


  “Ouch.”


  “You need a better hypothetical plan. Is there a second floor?”


  “Yes. That’s where I need to be, if this were a real situation.”


  “Any security there?”


  “Motion detectors. Window alarms wouldn’t surprise me.”


  “It’s an apartment?”


  “Yes. Top two stories of a house.”


  “Okay. I’ll bet you anything there’s no security on the third floor.”


  I closed my eyes again. “I don’t know.”


  “No one ever thinks you can get in on the third floor. But it’s a piece of cake. All you need is a ladder.”


  “I can’t carry a ladder around the way I am now. Even if I had one.”


  “Say you’ve got a ladder, then you hustle up to the window.”


  “The window is on the third floor.” No point in boring Bunny with my various ailments, such as losing balance and seeing quadruple. I decided to let him finish, then try to find another solution.


  “Third floor windows are easy. People leave them open all summer.”


  “This apartment is air-conditioned.”


  “Practically impossible to cool off the third floor. Windows will be open.”


  “Even if a window is open, which I doubt, there will be a screen.”


  “Nothing to a screen, Camilla.”


  “For you, maybe. But I would be, hypothetically, up on a ladder, three-stories high, and new to the game.”


  “Just cut it out.”


  “I’m merely stating the facts, Bunny.”


  “I mean just cut out the screen. A box cutter is best.”


  “It’s three in the morning, where’s a person going to get a goddam box cutter?”


  “So just give the screen a push. That’s all it will take. They come away like nothing. Particularly if it’s one of those converted places with older windows. You just push it, hard. And either the whole screen, frame and all, comes off or the screen breaks loose from the frame. Either way, you’re in.”


  “If the frame were to fall in, wouldn’t it hit the floor and make a lot of racket?”


  “Well sure, if you let it fall. You have to be fast. When I was allegedly in this game,” Bunny paused, “that’s what I would have done.”


  “I don’t think I could pull that off.”


  “For me, the thing that worked the best was visualization.”


  “What?”


  “You know, mentally rehearsing the outcome, seeing yourself succeed. You never heard of this stuff, Camilla? All the sports guys use it.”


  “I’ve heard of visualization, but I just never realized it could be used for . . . this line of activity.” How many times had my father advised me to see the desired outcome in my mind? Of course, he hadn’t been thinking about burglary.


  The phone beeped, indicating low battery.


  “Phone’s running down.”


  “Where’s the hypothetical house?”


  “Near Spruce.”


  “Wait half an hour and go to the alley between Spruce and Danton, you’ll find a ladder.”


  One long beep, and the line went dead.


  “Thanks, Bunny,” I said.


  Thirty-Three


  I lurched to the rear of Elaine’s place on the bike and peered into her Pathfinder. No sign of the photos. That left Bunny’s not-so-easy hypothetical plan. In the alley between Spruce and Danton, a lightweight, extendable painter’s ladder was propped against a shed. I didn’t want to lose Donalda’s bike to some other prowler. I slid it into a slim space between two garages. After that, I struggled for a good twenty minutes to drag the ladder to the back of Elaine’s house. The less said about how I looked and sounded the better.


  First, I groped my way to the front of the house and peered around. I caught the gleam of a dark sedan parked one house down. Not good.


  As far as I could tell, only one of Elaine’s third floor rear windows was open. I positioned the ladder under it. Grappling with that ladder was the hardest thing I’d ever done. But climbing it turned out to be worse. In my visualizations, I saw myself crumpled on the ground. I felt my neck snap. I heard myself scream. I decided to visualize nice things. Like good Samaritans feeding Mrs. Parnell’s cat and Gussie adapting well to Mombourquette’s.


  The real-world problem was the swaying of the ladder. All the thoughts of the cat and Gussie couldn’t override that. By the time I reached the third floor, my heart was beating so loudly, I was surprised the neighbours didn’t fling open their windows and tell me to shut up. I realized I should have left my stupid backpack on the ground. My knees shook, my mouth was dry and everything swirled.


  The window was in Elaine’s office, if my calculations were right. I stared at the screen. I hung on to the ladder with one hand, the window ledge with the other and gave a firm push with my elbow. Technically, that turned my activity from unlawful entry to breaking and entering, a definite notch up on the offence-o-meter.


  The screen stood fast. I tried giving it a sharp rap with my palm. What if the cop got out of the car and checked the back of the house? That thought brought a surge of adrenaline, and I whacked the screen. The screen fell in, silently. But in what seemed like slow motion, the ladder swung away from the wall. I visualized a slow arc to the ground, and my life ending in a clatter. I grabbed the window sill and clung. The ladder swayed, stuck on my feet. With every scrap of strength, I pulled myself toward the window. The ladder came forward, hitting the wall with a clunk. After a bit of panting, I disengaged my feet and launched my body into the dark room. At that point, I didn’t care if I landed at the feet of the tactical squad.


  I should have remembered Bunny’s professional history. Specifically the part where his plans go wrong, which is why he always needed a lawyer. If I got out of this spot, I too would go straight.


  Lying on the floor, breathing raggedly, I tried to get my bearings. Where was the desk? Where were the photos? Was there a motion detector? I stared around at the walls, but I didn’t see a sign of the little green light that would turn red as soon as something, say me, passed in front of it.


  But what was that noise? Some kind of alarm system? A guard dog? It took a minute to remember that Elaine snored. I’d landed in her bedroom by mistake. I crawled on my belly past the bed. Elaine’s floor was covered with clothing and shoes. No wonder the screen hadn’t made any noise. Well, as long as she was snoring, I could keep crawling.


  Whenever the gurgle stopped, I froze. A moment later, a thunderous snore would follow. When this was over, I’d insist Elaine see a doctor. Assuming she hadn’t shopped me to the police. I slithered across the hall to the office. I had a bad moment when I hit the wastepaper basket, which reverberated. I exhaled when the next snore sounded.


  With only the pale sliver of moon to see by, I took ten minutes to hunt through boxes of photos. No luck. I had a vague memory of Elaine pushing some snaps onto a chair. Maybe there had been something in that pile. Would she have gotten rid of them? No, getting rid of stuff was not Elaine’s best thing. Would she hide them? Why bother? I was on the run, with the cops ready to shoot me full of holes thanks to false information, maybe from Elaine. So, no need to hide anything.


  I found the pile of photos on the seat of one of the chairs. I glanced at the first few. Sure enough, eighties hairdos and sweaters. Groups of people I remembered from Carleton. I couldn’t see clearly and I couldn’t turn on a light. I stuffed the photos into my backpack and began the return crawl.


  As I passed Elaine’s desk and saw the blue light of her computer screen, I stopped. Her computer was always on. And she had high-speed internet. I stopped and got on my knees.


  This could be the answer to one of my missing bits of information. If I could just remember Jasmine’s last name. Norine had called her Ms. What? Thurston? Thingwell? Thurlow! I was easily able to access Canada411. To my surprise, a J. Thurlow was listed. The Lowertown address sounded right. Jasmine would be close to Maisie’s and within walking distance of the university when her classes started. I closed down the Canada411 site. I didn’t want Elaine knowing what I’d been up to. The phone number was not unlike my birthday, and the address was easy to remember, unless I hit my head again.


  I resumed the long crawl back through Elaine’s clothing-strewn bedroom. Under normal circumstances, I would have been pleased: she made me look good in comparison, but this time I added it to her transgressions. Thoughtless and messy. False, treacherous friend.


  The crawl had its compensations. I picked up a sundress and a light sweater from the floor and stuffed them into the backpack. I snatched one of Elaine’s floppy straw sun hats. Every wardrobe change helps.


  By the time I reached the bedroom window, I felt optimistic. I checked the ladder and froze. The ladder was still in place, but beams of light flickered. I unfroze and pulled my head in fast.


  Who the hell was down there? From the shadows, I squinted down. At the foot of the ladder, a pair of police officers were gesturing. They shone their lights around the yard. I decided they wouldn’t climb the ladder. They’d call for back-up, and when it came, they’d surround the building. Then they’d go in. I had no idea if this theory was true, but it made sense.


  I picked up a pair of Elaine’s shoes. With every bit of strength I had, I heaved the shoes, one at a time, as far as I could, out the window in opposite directions. My aim was pretty bad, but that didn’t matter. One shoe landed noisily on the neighbour’s barbecue. The other clattered as it hit a shed roof. The officers whirled and inched toward the sounds.


  Elaine still snored. I skittered across the bedroom, down the stairs, through the second floor living room and down the final flight to the front door. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw the green motion detector indicator turn red. There’s something to be said for adrenaline when you’re in a tight spot. I knew the alarm would trigger one minute after I opened the front door. If luck was with me, that would be just enough time to scramble into the middle of the big old blue spruce in the front yard. The door slammed behind me as I made a dash for the tree and wrestled my way into its spiny centre. The thick, dark branches hung almost to the ground. I was counting on my navy blue and beige clothing to blend in.


  The alarm was lovely, long and loud. Lights snapped on in nearby houses. By the time the police officers reached the front door, Elaine was standing in her nightie on the doorstep, screaming her head off.


  Served her right.


  As the officers made their way into the house, I struggled out of the spruce and staggered off around the corner, heading for my bike. I could now add sticky spruce gum on my hands, feet and bum to my list of troubles. Never mind. I jammed on the fishing hat and the glasses and set off like any solid citizen.


  Too bad about Bunny’s ladder. I hoped he’d wiped off any fingerprints. Otherwise, it could scuttle his plans to go straight.


  A couple of squad cars rocketed past as I steered toward the bike path. I would have been toast if I’d been spotted. I needed to lie down, but I reminded myself that you can sleep all you want when you’re dead.


  My dawn ride down the bike path was a bit easier than navigating by night. Still, by the time I got to the back of the Parliament buildings, my adrenaline boost was depleted. I was ragged. I had trouble biking in a straight line and was getting distracted by some new green flashes in my peripheral vision. It took a while to realize they came from inside my head. I wondered if they were the reason I felt nauseated. Or maybe that was because my painkillers had worn off.


  Aside from my balance and nausea issues, I needed to find a place to stop and look at the photos without being recognized. I needed a glass of water to take my pills. I needed a cup of coffee like no one ever before in the history of caffeine. Most of all, I needed a bathroom.


  Twenty-four hour cafés are rare in Ottawa. The Second Cups aren’t open at five in the morning. There was always Tim Hortons, but they were crawling with cops. I found a small restaurant at the far edge of the Market, not far from Jasmine’s address. I took a minute to inspect myself in the window of the shop next door. I brushed off twigs, leaves and dirt from my knees. I ran my sleeve over my face and hoped that if it had been dirty, I hadn’t made it worse. I couldn’t do much about the spruce gum on my hands.


  The diner was warm and smelled of coffee and fresh bread. The breakfast was $2.99. There was a smiling woman behind the counter, and five male customers, wearing baseball caps. None of them looked like police officers.


  Someone was hogging the unisex washroom, so I ordered the largest cup of coffee they had, double double, and unbuttered toast to settle my stomach. I sat at a small table with a clear view of the washroom door. I kept my back to the other customers, yet I was close enough to the front door to skedaddle if I had to. At the next table, someone had left behind the Sun and the Citizen. I scooped them up. No one paid attention.


  I was the front page story in both papers, something you never want unless you’re representing Canada in the Olympics. The Citizen had printed a shot of me entering the court house last year for Elaine’s bail hearing. I was in “no comment” mode, holding out my hand to push back cameras. I would not want to run into me in a dark alley.


  The headline read: “Rogue Lawyer Armed and Dangerous”.


  The Sun had done even better. They’d found a photo from this summer’s showdown at the Bluesfest.


  My hair was wild, and my eyes wilder. My mouth was open. I know I was in shock, waiting for the paramedics. But I looked like I’d just busted loose from a facility for the criminally insane after biting a few armed guards.


  They hadn’t run that photo at the time. I’d been a hero then. What a difference six weeks makes.


  The headline read: “On the Run: Body Count Hits Three.” And rising. A photo of Chelsea looking innocent and untattooed was included. At least no one was likely to recognize me. I tossed back my painkillers and tried to eat the toast. The washroom was still occupied, so I wasn’t ready to start the coffee. I removed the photos from my pack. Before I had time to look at them, a cruiser pulled up outside. Two young police officers sauntered through the front door, looking for a cup of coffee to get them through to the end of their shift. I recognized them right away. Zaccotto and Yee.


  The bathroom door swung open, and a guy in a baseball cap swaggered out. I took a sip of the coffee, trying to look calm, shoved the photos in the backpack, and headed toward the bathroom. No one in the restaurant looked up.


  I thought I saw a flicker of recognition on Yee’s face, even though I tried not to look. The fishing hat must have thrown him off a bit. Inside the room, I jammed the wastepaper basket against the door and took advantage of the facilities. Then I climbed onto the toilet tank and gave the window a shove. I was developing a technique for banging out windows.


  At the same time, there was a rap on the door.


  “Out in a minute,” I said, trying for a slight accent.


  “Can you open the door, ma’am?” I think that was Yee.


  “Hold your horses,” I said. “I waited ten minutes to get in here.”


  I reached down and gave the toilet a flush with my foot, and with all my strength, heaved myself out and into the alley. My entire body screamed. My head merely reeled.


  I didn’t wait around to hear if they broke the door in. I careened down the alley beside the restaurant. My bike was back by the front door. No use now.


  Within minutes, the APB would be changed to the fishing hat and dark-rimmed glasses. I tossed them into a dumpster as I lumbered past. I stripped off the dark pants and top. There’s a first time for everything, including standing in an alley in your underwear. I slipped on Elaine’s sundress. I added the sweater and the floppy sun hat.


  I got back on to the nearest street and kept my head up, although it felt like it was about to fall off. The inevitable cruisers shot past me, heading for the restaurant. My goal was to get to Jasmine’s place without passing out. If there was even a small chance she would recognize someone in those photos, it was worth the risk. There was no chance I could accomplish that if I were in police custody.


  I couldn’t imagine any kind of happy ending in sight for me. It was a set of circumstances I used to see with my recidivist clients in my legal aid days. Sometimes, it doesn’t matter what the hell you do, you’re screwed.


  Thirty-Four


  Jasmine was tousled from sleep when she opened the door of her studio apartment. She blinked nearsightedly at the unfamiliar woman with the sun hat paying her an unexpected visit very early on a holiday Monday.


  “Don’t scream.” I leaned on the door frame to keep from falling over. At this point, what harm could an implied threat do?


  She shrank against the wall.


  “I’m not going to hurt you, Jasmine. I need your help.”


  “You killed Chelsea. And she was trying to help you.” The grey eyes were huge without the snazzy glasses.


  “I didn’t kill Chelsea. You have to believe me.”


  “You killed those other women.”


  “No.”


  “And you hurt Bianca. She was one of my customers. She was very kind.”


  “Listen. Someone else killed them. You have to trust me.”


  She made a sudden scoot toward the door. I lurched sideways to block her exit. Inside my throbbing head, my good angel squawked about assault.


  I said. “I need to sit down. I don’t feel well. It’s just a matter of time until I’m in police custody, and I need to know what happened. I won’t harm you. Please just look at those photos I told you about.”


  Her body language said she was still ready to bolt.


  I continued, “Someone in the photos might have killed Chelsea. The sooner you tell me if you recognize someone, the better.”


  The grey eyes flickered toward the door.


  I said. “The questions I was asking may have precipitated some of these attacks. You are probably in danger. But not from me.”


  She swallowed. “I’ll lose my place in law school if I get caught helping you. It’s a criminal offence.”


  I said. “Tell them I forced you. What the hell. My life is in danger, and the police are after me. I would really appreciate a cup of coffee.” My stomach lurched. As much as I wanted it, maybe coffee wasn’t the right thing. “Let’s make that tea.”


  Jasmine’s hands shook.


  I said, “Orange pekoe. If you have it.”


  “I have it.”


  I wasn’t surprised. It looked like she had everything she needed in her compact, immaculate studio apartment. You could tell she was a practical young woman. I spilled the photos onto her small table and sank into one of two director’s chairs.


  The kettle shrieked as it came to a boil. I reached and grabbed the handle. “I think I’ll pour.”


  She stared and turned pale. “You don’t think I’d scald you with boiling water?”


  “Couldn’t take a chance.”


  “That’s a horrible thing.”


  “We agree.” I poured boiling water into a brown teapot. “It has to steep for four minutes. In the meantime, I’ll tell you what I’ve learned.”


  Jasmine slid open a package of cigarettes, took one out and flicked a disposable lighter. Her hands shook. She said, “Look at that. I can’t believe I’ve started this disgusting habit again. After years. It’s all this stress. People I know getting killed. Unbelievable.”


  “There’s more,” I said. I told her about Laura Brown’s false identity. The note about the Settlers, the women who were connected with Laura, the two other deaths and how the women both knew Laura from Carleton days. After I got to the part about finding Bianca, I said, “The whole thing with the Settlers seems so far-fetched.”


  She shook her head. “Not really. This type of group was in the news a couple of years ago. I took a sociology course, and everyone had to do a presentation on some aspect of those urban terrorists: The Weathermen, The Symbionese Liberation Army. A bunch of European ones. A lot of interesting presentations. One of my classmates did her research on the Settlers. They were similar to the better known groups, a little bit more recent, but the same idea: we’re middle-class white students from stable homes, and now we get to shoot and bomb the oppressors because we know what’s best for society. Somebody gets killed? That’s just the price you have to pay. Too bad, so sad. I did my research on the Kathleen Soliah case. She’s probably the best known, if you don’t count Patty Hearst. I was starting to think about law school, and I found the issues really interesting. She was like everyone’s mom. Nice lady, nice house, nice husband, nice kids, SUV, the whole scene. But she had been living this pleasant life for so many years.”


  I said, “I know the case. It got a lot of press.”


  “She thought the authorities should let her go, after all that time. They should look at her life as such a good citizen, you know, part of community groups for progressive change and not charge her with attempted murder or anything else. Water under the bridge. If that’s not far-fetched, what is?”


  “She stood trial.”


  “Convicted too. She had plenty of support. Lots of people thought she shouldn’t be prosecuted. The same as you get people saying that war crimes are in the past and shouldn’t be pursued.”


  “And what did you think?”


  “I took a hard line. The prof thought my paper lacked balance. B minus.” She flashed one of her smiles. I relaxed a bit. At least we’d found something in common. I needed her sympathy and understanding. “But anyway, most of the people who have either been caught or who have given themselves up were sentenced to lengthy prison terms, so I guess the courts agree with me.”


  I said, “Something to worry about if you’re a former urban terrorist.”


  “I don’t think they found any of the Settlers. Some of them were killed in a big shoot-out, I think they were mostly young girls, sixteen or seventeen. Some people said they’d been kidnapped. I don’t know about that. The leader was a man. Big guy. My classmate showed pictures. Wore a paramilitary uniform.”


  “Would you recognize him?”


  “Hardly. It was one of those grainy shots that some witness took, I think. And it’s been a couple of years since the class. I don’t think he was ever identified. But I’m not a hundred per cent sure. I could try to call my friend and see if she still has her project notes. But she’s probably away for the weekend.” She shivered. “It’s weird. We were studying these movements like history, like they were a hundred years ago. This is so creepy to think some of these people might have been here in Ottawa all along. I bet they figured they’d never be discovered here. Nice place to live, no FBI looking for them here.”


  “Bear with me, Jasmine, I have a theory. I’m thinking if the leader had made a place for himself in society, and someone threatened to expose him, that would be plenty of motive to kill.”


  She stubbed out her cigarette. “It makes sense. All these women who knew each other and spent time together at Maisie’s. And you said, Laura had been using a dead girl’s name.”


  “Classic identity theft. And we don’t know if Frances Foxall and Sylvie Dumais were really who they said they were.”


  “I guess so. I can hardly believe I have a fugitive holed up in my apartment. It’s all too bizarre for this time of the morning.”


  “Yeah, we agree. How about looking at a few snapshots? The night Chelsea was killed, I was attacked, probably because I had a box of photos, which were stolen. It didn’t make sense at the time, but now I realize, there must be at least one other person who could be identified.”


  Jasmine lit another cigarette. “But who knew you had those photos? Was someone stalking you?”


  “Those are some of the devilish details I’m puzzling over.”


  Jasmine reached for the photos. “I guess it can’t hurt to look.” A moment later, her shoulders started to shake. “What were they thinking?”


  “Yeah, yeah, I get the point about the hair and sweaters.”


  “But what are those shoulder pads about?”


  “See anyone you recognize?”


  “Besides you, of course. I’ve seen her.” She pointed to Elaine.


  “You have? With Laura?”


  She pursed her lips and lit another cigarette. “Pretty sure. I wouldn’t want to swear to it in court.”


  “All right.” My stomach was heaving.


  “But there’s someone else. Are you all right, Camilla? You look like you’re going to . . .”


  “I’ll be okay. You said you saw someone else?”


  “Yes, but I don’t know her name. She had lunch with Laura too. I’m pretty sure I saw her with Bianca. And she seemed to know Norine.”


  I sat. “Show me which person.”


  “This woman.” Jasmine pointed with a long, elegant finger.


  “My god.”


  “You know her?”


  I nodded. The elegant finger was pointed at Kate Westerlund. Small puzzle pieces clicked in my brain.


  Jasmine frowned, “She’s older than the others. What’s her connection?”


  “She is the wife of a prof we all really loved and respected.”


  “You’re kidding. Is she by any chance from the USA?”


  I hesitated. “Yes.”


  “And her husband?”


  “Holy crap,” I said.


  Jasmine said, “Do you think he could be involved?”


  “No,” I said. “Not Joe.”


  “But did this guy know all the dead women?”


  “Probably, but it couldn’t be Joe.”


  Jasmine shrugged. “Whatever you say. But I saw that woman, Kate, with every one of them. Do you think that’s a coincidence?”


  “Even Frances Foxall and Sylvie Dumais?”


  “Pretty sure. My god, Chelsea would have served her.”


  It made sense. I just didn’t want it to.


  Jasmine shook my arm. “You said you loved and respected him. That sounds like a charismatic leader to me. And a prof on top of that. Remember I told you they never found the leader of the Settlers? Is the age right? He’d have to be older than the women.”


  The age was right. Everything was right. And everything was wrong.


  Jasmine leaned back, eyes shining. She inhaled deeply, keen on solving the mystery. Of course, she hadn’t cared about Joe Westerlund. She said, “I bet this dude wouldn’t be too thrilled to have old murder charges surfacing.”


  I reeled into the bathroom and was very sick for a long time. When I teetered out, ten minutes later, Jasmine had a glass of water waiting. She said, “You look awful. You can’t keep running. You should really give yourself up.”


  “Not yet. I have something important left to do. Thanks for your help. I’m sorry I frightened you. If something happens to me, tell the police what you told me.”


  Someone pounded on the door. Jasmine and I jumped.


  “Open up, police.”


  I said. “Stall.”


  “Coming! I’m getting dressed,” Jasmine yelled. She lowered her voice. “You need to scram, Camilla.”


  “How would they know I was here?”


  “Someone must be following you. Shit. I guess that’s it for law school.”


  “Why? I forced my way in. Not your fault. Now how do I get out?”


  She pulled open the window and whispered, “Fire escape.”


  I hate fire escapes more than windows. I hate being arrested more than either. I figured the police would be watching the fire escape unless they were totally incompetent. That was too much to hope for.


  At ground level, a nice police officer was checking behind the dumpster. She was not looking up. I edged along the fire escape, and tried the window of the next apartment. It held firm. I couldn’t afford to make noise. I went up instead of down, pressing myself against the building, tiptoeing on the rusty metal steps, hoping by the time the cop looked up again, I’d be gone.


  Two floors up, my luck returned. A single window was propped open with a can of Blue. Despite my disintegrating state, I was able to lift the window. I slipped in and lowered the window, gently, carefully and hopefully. I found myself in a tiny, one-room apartment. From the door, I heard thundering steps on stairs. I crawled toward the unmade bed, squeezed under it and positioned myself behind a pile of smelly clothing. I curled into a ball, trying not to gag. I worked to get my breathing under control as the cops banged on the door. I heard the door splinter. In a way, that was good. They couldn’t have a warrant for this place, and illegal search and entry can get the best case tossed out of court. Splinter away, boys, I thought. I heard a male and female searching the tiny apartment, pulling on the closet door, scouting out the bathroom. From behind my clothing barrier, I was aware of someone checking under the bed.


  “No one there,” a male voice said.


  “What a pig sty,” a female voice said. “You think this guy ever heard of laundry?”


  “Maybe she made it to the roof,” the male said.


  I heard the window open and the clatter of their boots on the fire escape. I felt a whoosh of relief just as everything went pale grey, then black.


  Thirty-Five


  Goddam concussions, you never know when they’ll give you grief. I was dizzy and nauseated as I struggled to my feet. I wasn’t sure how long I’d slept. But if the Labatt’s wall clock could be believed, I had been out cold for six hours. That was more sleep than I’d had in two nights. I felt a bit better, until I inhaled. There was something important I was trying to remember, but it kept eluding me. What?


  I slunk to the window and squinted down. The fire escape obscured my view. I looked around the apartment, which seemed to consist of one attic room, furnished in two-fours of Blue and Ottawa Senators flags. The window must have been propped open to minimize the essence of unwashed socks, sweat pants, overflowing ashtrays and a large selection of running shoes that had seen a lot of running. Nothing like Jasmine’s cosy little home. I sniffed something else in the air, a distinctive odour. Was it what I suspected? The question was answered when I located a healthy pot plant thriving under a gro-light in the storage space under the sink. The cops had missed that. Amazing. Probably they didn’t think I could fit under the sink.


  I peered through the dusty front window. No sign of police. They wouldn’t likely hang around for six hours.


  So far, so good.


  Seemed like the right time to make a couple of important calls.


  
    * * *
  


  Alvin sounded breathless when he answered his cellphone. “Lord thundering Jesus, Camilla. What are you trying to do?”


  “Thank you, Alvin. That helps to calm me.”


  “It’s not a good time to be calm. Every cop across the country is hunting for you.”


  “Tell me something I don’t know.”


  “Hang on. Violet wants to talk to you.”


  “Ms. MacPhee. Don’t mind Young Ferguson. He’s terribly worried. We’re been frantic. Why haven’t you been in communication?”


  “Your cellphone ran out of juice. And I can’t recharge it.”


  “Ah. Equipment failure. Still, it takes more than that to slow down this band of warriors. We have good news on the legal front.”


  “What?”


  “Sergeant Mombourquette asked us to inform you that he was successful in contacting your preferred legal counsel.”


  “You mean Sheldon Romanek?”


  “Indeed. I spoke to him myself. Mr. Romanek would be honoured to represent you. He is waiting to hear from you.”


  “Did Romanek give you a private number I can use?”


  “Yes. He says you can speak freely on that line.”


  “Okay, I need the number.”


  Of course, when someone gives you a number that is not listed anywhere, you want to write it down. That would require a writing implement and a piece of paper. I had neither. I glanced around the apartment. This guy didn’t spend a lot of time recording deep thoughts. I did find a chewed-up pencil and a pizza flyer and managed to write down Romanek’s number.


  “What can we do to assist, Ms. MacPhee?”


  “It’s risky for anyone caught helping me. I just put this nice girl, Jasmine, in a tough spot.”


  “We do not abandon our comrades.”


  “If the police learn you’ve helped me in any way, you’ll be charged, remember?”


  “Of course, I remember. I am in full possession of all my faculties, Ms. MacPhee.”


  “I wish I could say the same about me. The main thing is, you have to keep your distance. Jail is a bad place, Mrs. P. Even for a short time. I guarantee you will not like it. So thanks but no thanks.”


  “Don’t underestimate what we can tolerate.”


  “You’ll just add to my troubles. If they arrest you, that gives them something to manipulate me with.”


  “You may be pinned down by enemy fire, but your platoon will be there for you. Do not give up the good fight.”


  I wasn’t sure that being stuck in a World War II time warp was consistent with having full use of your faculties. “You may not be afraid of jail, but Alvin hates being arrested.”


  “We don’t plan on being arrested. I am eighty years old. Consider the optics.”


  “That reminds me, speaking of optics. Keep on top of the media reports. I’ll try and find a phone and check in every now and then.”


  “Roger.”


  “I’d like you to talk to my brother-in-law, Conn. He’ll know what’s going on. To ensure his personal survival at the hands of my sisters, he won’t want his colleagues to shoot me.”


  “Ms. MacPhee, we can leave Young Ferguson’s cellphone for you at a designated spot. That way you will not find yourself at the mercy of payphones.”


  “Thanks but no thanks. That’s aiding a fugitive. But there is something positive you can do. You and Alvin can get every piece of information possible about a group called the Settlers. You can search the computer. Alvin can head over to the library. They love him there.”


  “The Settlers? You mean that paramilitary outfit? Twenty years back? Females mostly. Bank robberies and bombs. Bad combo. They got a lot of coverage in the media, then they fell off the radar.”


  I should have known Mrs. P. would be in the loop. “See if you can find anything about their leader and also how they recruited their members. If any of them have been caught. Bundle the information together, and I’ll figure out later how to get my hands on it.”


  “On the double.”


  “Here’s the most important thing. You cannot trust Elaine Ekstein. If she contacts you, don’t tell her what you’re doing, and don’t believe a word she says.”


  “You mean Ms. Ekstein is a turncoat?”


  “I find it hard to believe, but it sure looks that way.”


  “And she may have some connection with this thuggery? How shocking.”


  “You’re telling me.”


  
    * * *
  


  Romanek picked up his private line. “Romanek.”


  “This line okay?” I said without saying who I was.


  “No problem.”


  “Good.”


  “Well, MacPhee. You do have a way of getting media attention. What are you trying to prove?”


  “Good question. Originally, I wanted to prove Laura Brown was murdered. Now I’m trying to find out who killed her and who killed these other women before they kill anyone else. And before I get tossed in jail.”


  “You don’t make it easy for a guy to build a credible defence.”


  “Hold on . . .”


  “This is not a caper movie with a happy ending. It’s for real, MacPhee.”


  “You know me, Sheldon. Do you seriously think I’m killing women?”


  “The stuff you’ve been pulling off, the original charge could be jaywalking, and they could still put you away in a federal institution.”


  “So you’re glad to represent me.”


  “I can’t counsel you to stay on the run. I have to do what’s in your best interests.”


  “I’m your client, you should follow my wishes.”


  “Where did you go to law school? Within the confines of the law, I can follow your wishes. You want me on your case, start taking advice.”


  “Any hope of a defence?”


  “Diminished responsibility. We’d go for that first.”


  “That means thirty days for psychiatric assessment right off the bat. And then more time for the hearing.”


  “Count yourself lucky.”


  “I’d be locked in the ROH.”


  “What difference does it make where you’re locked up?”


  “Good point.”


  “So you ready to deal?”


  “Deal? What do I have to deal with?”


  “This is Sheldon Romanek representing you, remember?”


  “How could I forget. No strip search. Under any circumstances.”


  “Your tame cop, Mombourquette, was clear about that. I’ll put it on the table.”


  “Not negotiable. It’s like a phobia.”


  “What’s that old line, MacPhee? Can’t do the time, don’t do the crime?”


  “Okay, I haven’t committed these crimes. This whole thing is a conspiracy.”


  “Conspiracy. Great. Crazy talk like that will help our argument. It fits with the head injury, which is the best we got so far.”


  “Sarcasm is beneath your stature as the city’s most effective prosecution-buster. I’ll get back to you with details on the conspiracy thing. It has to do with a seventies-style urban terrorist plot.”


  “We’ll reserve your whacko ideas for when we really need them. In the meantime, I’ll call a press conference. Give them your demand. I’m calling it a basic human rights issue. Might get national attention. But you’ll have to surrender if they agree.”


  “You get some kind of guarantee we can trust, and I’ll consider it.”


  “Not consider. Do.”


  “I’ll call you.”


  “MacPhee? Don’t hang up.”


  
    * * *
  


  “Bunny?”


  “Wow, Camilla!”


  “Yeah, I know.”


  “Me and Tonya are rooting for you.”


  “Appreciated. Look, I’m sorry about your ladder. I hope it didn’t have your fingerprints all over it.”


  “Please. I am a pro. Hypothetically.”


  “I already owe you one, and now I need you to do me a favour.”


  “Anything.”


  “I need a book I left at my sister Donalda’s place. Just go and say you’re a concerned friend or something. Whatever.”


  “I’ll say I’m a grateful client. What’s the name of the book?”


  “One Man’s Justice by Thomas R. Berger, and I left it in the rec room, perhaps even under the sofa. She probably doesn’t know it’s there. The book is mine, so you are not committing a crime by picking it up.”


  “Anyway, I don’t even know you’re a fugitive.”


  “Let’s hope you don’t have to rely on that in court.”


  “Tonya says the same thing. She says it’s nothing against you personally, but I have to think about us now.”


  “Smart girl, Tonya.”


  “Even so, I told her that if it weren’t for you, I would have served federal time, and what kind of future would that have meant for our kids. That’s true, so she didn’t kick up too much of a fuss.”


  “Interesting reasoning, Bunny.”


  “Hang on. Tonya’s asking why don’t I just buy you a copy of the book?”


  “It has to be that particular copy. Tell Tonya I think she’s right about you staying out of trouble, and I’ll find another way to get it.”


  “That book is going to be by the dumpster in the side alley by Tonya’s hair salon, The Cutting Remarque.”


  “Don’t get caught.”


  “It’s a deal. How can I reach you?”


  “You can’t. My last borrowed cellphone died.”


  “Bummer. Anything else you need?”


  “Not unless you can get me a new identity or an answer to who is killing all these people.”


  I gave Bunny Donalda’s address and crossed my fingers for both of us.


  
    * * *
  


  I needed to eat something. I had nothing in my stomach, and I thought that might be contributing to my lightheadedness. Somehow the place didn’t do much for my appetite. Might have been the sweat socks. I settled for a large bag of cheesies which had not previously been opened and a can of root beer. Add a few more crimes to my rap sheet.


  I selected a new wardrobe while I was at it: a Sens baseball cap, a Sens T-shirt, baggy jeans, pretty much the only clean clothes in the place. I passed on the footwear. There are limits to desperation. I was about to face the street again, when the door opened.


  A young man with a bad brush cut and a sleeveless sweatshirt said, “Hey.”


  “Just leaving,” I said.


  He raised his fists. “What are you doing here?”


  “Home inspection,” I said. “Landlord sent me.”


  “I don’t think so.”


  “Sorry, my mistake.”


  He rammed one fist into the other. “You’re right there.”


  “Let’s all stay calm,” I said.


  “Hey, I know who you are. You’re that whack job that killed those women. You’re worth a lot of money. Cops will be grateful.”


  “They’ll also be impressed with your green thumb.”


  He narrowed his eyes. “I can get rid of that.”


  “I don’t know. Sufficient quantity to consider you a grow-op.”


  He wrinkled his brow. This thinking stuff was obviously not as easy as it looked.


  I said, “Tell you what. Don’t bother calling the cops, because you’ll only get arrested, and I will forget about what’s in your kitchen. Because if you get that cash, you won’t be eligible for legal aid, and you’ll have to waste it all paying your lawyer.”


  The furrows deepened.


  I reached into my pocket and pulled out a twenty. “Go get something to eat. When you come back, I’ll be gone and your secret will be safe with me.”


  I waited until he was out of sight but not long enough for him to figure out how to get the reward without jeopardizing the crop. I slipped into my new Sens gear, put on my trusty sunglasses and tried not to fall down the fire escape.


  Thirty-Six


  I gave Bunny time to take care of business before I grabbed a cab to Merivale Road. I got off a block from The Cutting Remarque and walked. I felt a bit stronger and more awake. My vision was less blurry, things were looking up, if you didn’t count the fact I was having memory problems. Five minutes later, I was behind the hair salon. I felt even better when I spotted three bags tucked discreetly out of sight beside the dumpster, looking like overflow garbage. The smallest bag contained One Man’s Justice, the largest one, proudly bearing the Wal-Mart name, had a black tank top with Pretty Baby on it in sequins, a pink pleather mini-skirt, a woman’s jean jacket, extra small, a pair of candy-pink sandals with three-inch heels and a blonde straight wig. A smaller Wal-Mart bag contained a transparent plastic makeup kit plus a mirror. The makeup was still in its packaging. The lipstick was candy pink. The first I’d ever owned. The look included a pair of neon-pink sunglasses. Bunny had even found another cellphone, a slightly clunky older model. I decided not to worry about who owned it. But the real thrill was the box of baby wipes. I used about twenty of them to get the dirt off my face, hands, knees, arms and feet. I could have used a shower, but those baby wipes were better than nothing.


  Bunny had come through big-time. I was guessing Tonya had put her stamp on the project too.


  I’d adapted to changing in the open. I ducked behind the dumpster and slid out of the baggy jeans and the Sens gear. I squeezed myself into the mini-skirt and the tank top. I could hardly breathe. I promised myself if I stayed out of jail, I’d eat fewer shawarmas. I put on the wig and did my best to adjust it. I added the sunglasses. There was no way I wanted to make eye contact with anyone.


  Since I always seemed to need a plan B, C and D, I shoved the jeans and Sens gear into the backpack. Next action: practice not snapping my ankles in those sandals. Except for my bulging backpack, which I didn’t plan to leave behind, I didn’t resemble any previous version of the dangerous fugitive, Camilla MacPhee.


  
    * * *
  


  The thing I hadn’t realized about being a fugitive was how hard it is to make good decisions on the run. It’s not like you have a comfortable bed or even a bathroom to hide in until you get your act together. You can’t sleep properly, and you sure as hell don’t follow Canada’s Food Guide. Let me tell you, baby wipes only go so far to ensure personal hygiene. Toss the concussion into the mix, and was it any wonder I made a few questionable decisions?


  Everything I told myself sounded like the words of a defence lawyer. I thought they might trip off Romanek’s expensively forked tongue soon enough. Regardless of future legal implications, which I wasn’t keen to dwell on, I had a job to do. So far, I’d made a mess of it. And I was running out of options.


  It was time to visit the Westerlunds. I didn’t want to screw up there. I needed a safe, comfortable place to plan that visit. Food would help too, since I’d tossed my cookies at Jasmine’s many hours earlier. Plus, why not test the new outfit? I flagged a passing cab and sailed off to a small neighbourhood restaurant not far from the Westerlunds. As I got out, I spotted a bevy of brightly coloured balloons drifting lazily in the distance. The driver looked up too.


  “Great weekend for it, eh?” he said.


  “Should have been,” I said.


  Inside the restaurant, I slid into the most isolated booth and ignored the two guys giving me the eye. I kept the sunglasses on. I knew I couldn’t keep on racing around town like a cartoon character sporting idiotic outfits and thumbing my nose at the law. I was out of time and just about out of brain. My head and vision were getting worse. I needed medical attention. I was being foolish and stubborn. But I needed one more kick at the can. Then, if Romanek got that concession, I’d turn myself in. Once that happened, I wouldn’t be choosing from any six-page menu. I kept institutional food in mind as I ordered a deluxe cheeseburger with bacon and mushroom, fries with gravy, a salad, juice, coffee and blueberry pie. The server took a quick glance at the tank top I was spilling out of. She kept one eyebrow raised as she wrote my order. Like I cared. Maintaining a fashionable body image was the least of my troubles. I said, “And I’ll have ice cream on that pie. Two scoops, no, make that three.”


  As I waited, I examined One Man’s Justice, page by page. Sure enough, pages 149 and 150 were stuck together too. I used my fork to pry them apart. The paper tore a bit, but that was the least of my problems. Inside was a folded sheet of tissue paper with small, precise handwriting.


  I felt more irritated than exultant. Secret messages? Glue in books? Not like Laura hadn’t had a phone. Why this overly theatrical approach?


  Dear Camilla:


  If you have this letter, it’s because I am dead. My hope is that you will find and read this book and therefore see my message. I have much to regret. I refer specifically to my involvement with the Settlers movement. I have blood on my hands and guilt in my heart. I lack the courage to turn myself in. In recent months, the woman you knew as Frances Foxall attempted to justify our role to the public. For her foolish decision, she is now dead, as is the woman who called herself Sylvie Dumais. I believe that someone is picking off those of us who survived. Bianca Celestri is still alive. I believe you can trust her. Norine Thompson was one of us. I am not so sure about her. I read about your successful investigations and thought you would try to put things right. You’ll find information in my safety deposit box, which only you are authorized to open. Please deal with the documents accordingly. I hope they will help you to comprehend our actions and the blight they brought to our lives and the lives of others. I would like you to find my parents and put their minds at rest.


  Well, gee, thanks, Laura, wherever your soul is reposing, I appreciate your confidence and this bracing chance to live on the wrong side of the law while people try to kill me.


  If Laura had admitted her guilt and taken her lumps, most likely she and Chelsea would be alive, Bianca wouldn’t be on life support, and Jasmine wouldn’t be in danger. In my frame of mind, I didn’t care much what happened to Norine. I found nothing to confirm or dispel my gut instinct that either Joe or Kate Westerlund had played some vile role in the Settlers’ rampage.


  I examined the rest of the book with care. No more glued papers. No clue as to who might be wiping out the Settlers and why.


  The restaurant was soothing, homey and comfortable. I tried to focus my scattered thoughts. My vision was getting worse. I could hardly see in one eye. I foraged through my backpack for a pen and finally located one. But although I had a cool costume collection, I didn’t have a pad of paper. The napkins in the chrome dispenser would have to do.


  I took four of them. I started by sorting out whom I could count on and whom I couldn’t. I could count on my sisters, but only to make things worse, so they went on the napkin marked NOT. I included Conn McCracken with my sisters. Elaine definitely went on NOT. Ray Deveau had a warm heart, cold feet and apparently a short attention span. As a cop, even in Cape Breton, there was no chance he wouldn’t have heard about the Canada-wide warrant, yet he hadn’t tried to reach me. That made Ray a NOT kind of guy.


  Mombourquette would have to call in the cops, but he’d do his best to keep Jasmine safe, once I explained things. He’d help me afterwards, plus Gussie would be in good hands, so he got a separate napkin, labelled “Limited But Necessary”. I could count on Sheldon Romanek in court and for any legal jousting before, after, and during. He joined Mombourquette on the “Limited” napkin. P.J. did too. Although his loyalty was always to the story, he’d stick to the right side of the law.


  That left Mrs. Parnell and Alvin. Bunny too. They went on the “Count On” napkin. I glanced around the restaurant. The ogling guys had departed, and no one was paying attention to me. My mountain of food arrived. But I had lost my appetite. I ate three fries, then sat staring at the rest. Finally, I pulled out Bunny’s phone, at least I was hoping it was Bunny’s phone. It had about fifty per cent charge left. I prayed it was enough to do the job. Alvin answered on his cellphone instantly.


  “Camilla, where are you? Are you all right? Can we . . . hang on, Violet wants to talk to you.”


  “Ms. MacPhee. These news reports are most distressing. Trumped up charges, obviously. We had no idea how to reach you. How may we assist? Shall we meet you in bail court? The hospital?”


  “Did you find out anything about the Settlers? Any photos?”


  “We have a few print-outs. No photos.”


  “Are you in the balloon?” Damn that cellphone static.


  “Yes, it’s the final evening. But we can get down and join you. Just say the word. It’s hard to hear you, there’s a lot of static.”


  “Can you get to the Vanier area in thirty minutes or so? River Road near Queen Margaret. I need witnesses. And there’s safety in numbers.”


  “You can count on us,” Mrs. Parnell said.


  “You’re on the right napkin.” I gave them the Westerlunds’ address and filled them in on what to expect. I repeated everything so the static on the phone didn’t screw up my meaning. “You can’t miss me, I’m wearing a blonde wig.”


  “In fact, Ms. MacPhee, the location is excellent. Our balloon is heading south on the Rideau River. We can’t control direction, as I imagine you know, but we can control up and down. We’ll be there.”


  I called Bunny and brought him up to speed and told him what I needed. “Wow. I’ve never been a witness. Cool.”


  “Thanks for everything, Bunny. You can count on me if you ever need anything.” I turned off the phone, in order to conserve power in case I had to call the “Limited But Necessary” list.


  I left most of my meal untasted.


  At the cash, I turned my attention to the small television set mounted by the coffee makers. The people at the counter were watching with great interest. The local news was on. A reporter stood on a street corner.


  “The hunt continues for fugitive Ottawa lawyer, Camilla MacPhee, now considered armed and dangerous. MacPhee is wanted on a Canada-wide warrant in connection with two murders as well as car theft. A third victim, Bianca Celestri, is in critical condition under police guard at the Ottawa General Hospital. In breaking news, MacPhee is believed to have gained access to a weapon from an Ottawa police officer after injuring the officer in a house search. Ottawa police have not yet issued a full statement on this latest development, but we will keep you informed.


  Police have increased the reward for information on MacPhee’s whereabouts to twenty-five thousand dollars. A special tip line has been set up.”


  The tip line number flashed below a file shot of me looking deranged. A couple of guys at the counter wrote down the number.


  “An officer’s weapon?” I blurted. “What the hell was that about?”


  “That’s something, eh?” the cashier said as she handed me my change. “Apparently, she shot a cop.”


  “Holy shit.”


  “They’re going to take her down first time they see her.”


  I said, “And ask questions later.”


  “Yup. Something’s got to be done about people like that. It’s got so nobody’s safe nowhere.”


  “You got that right.” I headed back to the washroom and lost my three fries.


  I did my best to keep my head high as I left.


  
    * * *
  


  There wasn’t a cab to be found. I whipped out Bunny’s phone. The first cab company I called said thirty to forty minutes. The second couldn’t commit to a time. What the hell. I called Youssef and said a friend had given me the number, and I needed to be picked up near Montreal Road and the Vanier Parkway. I tried a little French accent just in case. I didn’t want him to send the cops. Twenty-five thousand dollars goes a lot further than the average fare. Youssef wasn’t on duty. His cousin Faroud could be there shortly.


  Faroud didn’t recognize me and didn’t seem remotely interested in his passenger. That was good, because the tip line reward would probably get him into a program to get his medical accreditation here. Faroud was not in a chatty mood. That wasn’t my problem, but I needed his medical knowledge. I said, “I’m visiting a friend with a bad concussion. You ever know anyone with a concussion?”


  “Yes,” he said.


  “She says the symptoms come and go. Did you know that?”


  “It can happen.”


  “She’s having trouble with her vision. Did the person you knew have that?”


  “I’ve known people with that problem.”


  “Sometimes her vision’s a bit better, then a bit worse, then a bit better. Can that happen? I mean, in your experience.”


  He looked back at me in the rearview mirror. I didn’t think there was much chance he’d recognize me. Especially without my stinky dog. He said, “In my experience, your friend should get to a hospital fast.”


  “But my question was, do the symptoms come and go? Get better and then worse and then better? That’s what’s happening to my friend. Her vision in one eye seems to come and go.”


  He said, “Concussions are tricky. The symptoms can change rapidly. Seem better, seem worse. But it doesn’t matter. If your friend has unstable symptoms, especially vision loss, she has to go to the hospital. She might have bleeding in her brain. Does she live here? I’ll take her.”


  “It’s okay,” I said. “Just asking.”


  “No charge to take her,” he said. “But maybe 911 is better.”


  “I’ll ask her,” I said as we pulled into the Westerlunds’. The meter read five dollars. I dropped ten onto the front seat. “Thanks. Can you come back in fifteen minutes? I’ll try to talk my friend into going to the hospital.”


  I struggled out from the cab and stumbled badly. I had trouble walking. I prayed Faroud thought I’d had too much to drink.


  I positioned myself by the side of the Westerlund house, where I couldn’t be seen from inside. I watched Faroud drive off. I looked up to see if any balloons were arriving. I could see a small cluster drifting along the river in a lazy formation. I wished that Mrs. Parnell and Alvin, my two most stalwart allies, would hurry, but, of course, arrival by balloon wasn’t the most precise. I hoped they would get a move on, since my plan to confront Kate and Joe required reliable witnesses. If my timing was wrong, it was game over.


  Patience is not my best thing.


  I wandered around the back of the house to check out entrances and exits. There appeared to be a back door from the sunroom where Joe Westerlund spent his life. I ducked past that, in case Kate spotted me. My head was reeling, and I knew there was a good chance, I’d pass out soon. I dug out the cell and called the “Limited But Necessary List”.


  I had to leave messages for P.J. and Romanek. Thank heavens Mombourquette picked up.


  “What?” he shouted.


  I shouted back that I was at the Westerlunds’. “I believe Kate Westerlund is dangerous. If I end up in jail, find the connection between them and the Settlers.”


  “Who the Jesus are the Westerlunds?”


  Fine time for the goddam phone to cut out. I had no choice but to go in. A silver Neon was parked in the driveway. My heart jumped. That must be Kate’s car. It was just like the one I’d seen in front of Bianca’s. The front door of the house stood open. I had a clear view of Kate Westerlund locked in a struggle with another woman. As I ran toward the house, Kate pummelled the other woman’s head, knocking her straw hat off. I stumbled close enough to see that the second woman was Jasmine. Her eyes were wide and wild. Why had I left her alone to fend for herself? How had Kate found her? Did she know Jasmine worked with Chelsea and might recognize her? Kate must have systematically tracked her down. I’d screwed up big-time, and I couldn’t wait for help. Faroud wasn’t back yet. I tried the goddam phone again. My fingers shook as I dialled 911. I could only see out of one eye. The phone crackled. The 911 operator answered. I said, “Emergency. Serious assault in progress.”


  “You’re calling from a cell. We need the address please.” Static broke up the operator’s voice.


  “We’re on the River Road in Vanier. The address is . . .”


  “Speak louder, I’m losing you.”


  I screamed the address into the phone as I raced toward the front door, stumbling on my three-inch heels. The phone died. I stumbled and landed on my knees. When I stood up, Kate and Jasmine had vanished from sight. The front door was now closed. No balloons, no cab, no P.J., no Bunny, and Mombourquette was probably searching for the address. Even Romanek and cops would have been welcome at this point. I lurched up the front steps and grabbed the doorknob. I tumbled into the house and landed chin first on the hall floor.


  I dragged myself to my feet and stared around. The good eye had greyed over. Now I could only see dark and light shadows. I put out my hands to keep from bumping into things. Somewhere nearby there was shouting. Was that a shot? Follow the noise. I felt my way along the hallway until I encountered a doorway. I remembered a portable phone in the Westerlunds’ hallway. I hoped the dark shape was the table it sat on. Lucky guess. I fumbled the receiver and dialled Alvin’s cellphone. I pressed it against my body to muffle his voice. Before he answered, I jumped. I heard shouting from what I thought was the living room.


  “Dear God, Kate,” I yelled, “don’t harm her.”


  “Way too late for that,” Jasmine said.


  Thirty-Seven


  “Jasmine, are you all right?” I said, lurching through the door and careening into the nearest wall with its huge soft wall hanging.


  “I am now,” she said.


  I heard soft sobs from the corner. I had a shadowy impression of Kate Westerlund, hunkered down, weeping. She appeared pathetic, but I wasn’t fooled.


  “Thank God, you’re okay, Jasmine,” I said.


  From the corner, Kate wailed, “No. She killed him.”


  “What?”


  “Joe. She killed Joe. She’s insane. What harm could Joe do? He was helpless.”


  Jasmine said crisply, “But he’d already done plenty of harm in his life, hadn’t he? The people your precious Joe killed were just as helpless. But unlike him and unlike you, they were innocent.”


  Jasmine didn’t sound distraught.


  Kate said, “He did what he believed in. He always lived by his principles.”


  “Interesting principles,” Jasmine said. “You can shoot innocent people to get enough money to live out your delusions of grandeur. You can complete your education and masquerade as an exemplary citizen.”


  “Joe lived a good life. He taught at the university. He . . .”


  Jasmine said, “There’s the thing. He lived. You see that’s the difference between him and his victims. Life. He owned the nice house, had the artwork and the beautiful wife who was just as guilty as he was.”


  “He gave back to his community. He gave to his students. He made amends.”


  “How could he make amends? Could he bring back a woman to life? Could he give a mother back to a daughter who never got to know her? Amends? He made me sick, and so do you.”


  Kate screamed, “You shot him in cold blood. What’s the difference between you and him?”


  “Here’s the difference. I told him why he was going to die, and he understood. He got to think about it and what it meant. My mother never had that chance. She was just a nice young woman with one baby and another on the way who went into the bank to get enough cash to buy a playpen. She never knew why she was cut down. She didn’t understand why she had to drown in her own blood.”


  My knees buckled, and I crumpled to the ground. I slid the cellphone over behind a shadow that I took to be a planter. I couldn’t see well enough to tell if either of them saw me do it.


  “Joe’s dead?” I said, trying to comprehend what I was hearing.


  “That’s the good news,” Jasmine said. “It’s working out beautifully. I’ve got nearly all of them now. They’ve paid the price for their actions. Kate will be next, then I’ll track down Bianca. Of course, they’ll let their guard down once they hear you’ve killed yourself, Camilla. Then I’ll finish my job.”


  “But who else is left besides Bianca?”


  “Norine, naturally. Stupid bitch. Where do you think she got the funding for that restaurant? But then they all had such wonderful false lives, didn’t they?”


  I was still having a bit of trouble with all this. “You mean they all moved to Ottawa? Isn’t that a bit odd?”


  Jasmine said, “Not too smart maybe, but you can see why they would. It was Canada, easy to get to, easy to blend in, using dead people’s identities, but away from the FBI. And I think Joe Westerlund still had a big hold over them. These women had a shared history. No one else knew what they’d done. I suppose they acted as a vile support group.”


  “I imagine they’d need to help each other.”


  “Help each other, my ass. They had everything they wanted. They had money from those robberies. They each got themselves a good education, graduate degrees. Houses, cars, careers. Did you see Laura’s portfolio? Do you think I had a wonderful life growing up?”


  “I’m sure you didn’t,” I said.


  Jasmine said, “I had a father who never got over his wife’s death. He never held a proper job after. Do you think it’s easy getting through school on welfare? I can tell you it’s a lot harder than buying your way in with blood money and stolen identities.”


  “You planned this whole thing,” I said.


  “I planned it wonderfully. But the best part is that I was the last face they saw, the last voice they heard. I made sure they all knew why they died.”


  “But how did you find the Settlers?”


  “Remember all the fuss about Kathleen Soliah? During that time, Frances Foxall wrote an opinion piece in an online forum discussing the beliefs of groups like the Symbionese Liberation Army and the Settlers. She did a great job of justifying her actions. ‘Life goes on,’ she said. Don’t you just love that? She truly believed that she, and all the others, should be left alone because time had passed, enough punishment that she had needed an assumed identity for all these years. I didn’t share that view. I’d been reading everything about the Settlers for years. I knew it was just a matter of time until I found one of them.”


  “But an online forum should be anonymous. How did you find her?”


  “It took a bit of work to track her down, but it was worth it. She mentioned her horse farm in her article. She let a few other things slip. It took some digging to find out where her farm was, but then it all paid off. I showed up one day, said I was interested in horses. It wasn’t hard to feign interest. She wasn’t the least bit suspicious. She had an ego the size of Ontario. I knew she kept in touch with the others. In her article she said ‘We are living good lives. We are productive useful citizens.’ Wasn’t that nice for them? I learned she met a lot of friends in Maisie’s. I sweet-talked her into asking Norine to give me a job. Couldn’t be simpler. I figured out who was who soon enough.”


  “The horse,” I said loudly. “You frightened the horse. And it threw her.”


  “That’s right. And I made sure she knew why.”


  “Sylvie Dumais in the canoe. The same thing?”


  “It’s not hard to put an unobtrusive hole in a canoe. I watched from the shore. I was almost sorry when the hypothermia got her. I had a lot of venting to do.”


  “I see that.”


  “Yes. And your precious Laura Brown. That was my best.”


  “You were her special dinner guest. You wore the straw hat,” I said, trying to prop myself up. I hoped like hell Alvin or Mrs. Parnell was hearing this on the phone. “What did you do? Tinker with her insulin?”


  “That was a good guess. I put it back afterwards. That’s when I ran into you in the night. I’d been searching her house for a couple of hours looking for information on the others. Then you showed up. I’m glad you didn’t die then, because you’ve come in very handy. Now I’m through, and you get to be the guilty party.”


  “Laura must have liked and trusted you.”


  “Her actions killed my mother and ruined my life. Then she meets me at Maisie’s, and without knowing anything about me, wants to help with my education. Don’t you just love it?”


  “She obviously liked you very much and trusted you. She didn’t bother to hide her code number from you. You didn’t want her to die in the house.”


  “The house would have been fine. A fall down the stairs. But every time I was there, this stupid woman with those miserable wiener dogs would walk by and wave, or else this nosy old geezer next door would be drooling over her. Couldn’t take the chance. It turned out for the best, because now we know that people survive falls down the stairs.”


  By this time, I was on all fours, trying to struggle to my feet.


  Jasmine said, “She really didn’t want to go over that cliff.”


  Kate whimpered in the corner.


  “How did you get her on the other side of the fence?”


  “I had a knife. Knives are persuasive.”


  “But there were people around.”


  “Around, but not close enough to see that.”


  “You wouldn’t have used the knife on her, because you wanted all these deaths to look accidental.”


  “Laura didn’t know that. Everything came as a surprise to her. And now, of course, with you in the picture, the deaths don’t have to look accidental.”


  “No. I suppose not.”


  Kate whimpered in the corner. Not much hope of her getting us out of this trap.


  “You seem to understand. It’s too bad I need you to be dead.”


  “Maybe so, but there will be an inquest. Police investigations.”


  “But at the end of the day, everything will still point firmly to you. I’m just a server in the restaurant. No connection at all, except when you visited me and threatened me.”


  She had a point.


  I said, “I gather you attacked one of the police officers and took his weapon. That was useful to pin on me too.”


  “Wasn’t it?” Jasmine said.


  It was a small chance, but I hoped like hell Alvin was on the phone, picking up some of this.


  “That reminds me,” I said. “Chelsea was your friend. Why kill her?”


  “Friend, my ass. Greedy little thing. She figured out I knew them all. She wanted money from me. She became a little more collateral damage.”


  Jasmine was just a blurred shape. As much as I needed to see, I was glad I didn’t have to look at her face. “And I conveniently provided you with props to mislead the police. My jacket. Crashing around making a fool of myself. You hid my cash card.”


  “Funny, you made me nervous when you came to Maisie’s. I just forgot to give the card back to you. Norine must have taken it to get your name. She was quite suspicious about you. It sure came in handy. Helped to make you look guilty.”


  “Speaking of guilty. That silver Neon of yours. I saw that car outside Bianca’s place. Someone else will have seen it too. If she regains consciousness, she’ll tell the police.”


  “I’ll make sure she doesn’t regain consciousness.”


  The room was tilting strangely. I felt my head whirling. My stomach heaved. I had to stop Jasmine. But there was no way I could get to her.


  “I’m glad you’re here, Camilla,” she said. “It saves me a lot of trouble.”


  “You lied about everything,” I said, stalling. “You lied about Elaine.”


  “It doesn’t take much to get you to turn on your friends,” Jasmine said. “It’s surprisingly easy to start a rumour with the police.”


  “You lied about Kate too. And Joe.”


  “That was the truth. They were the core of the group. I got that much from Sylvie before she died. Not their new names, though. I had to rely on you for that.”


  A dim shadow rose slowly behind Jasmine. I did my best to appear to look straight at Jasmine. Anything to distract her. I sensed rather than saw Kate lurch forward. Kate loomed behind Jasmine and slammed into her. Jasmine lurched forward and lost her balance. She staggered, whirled at Kate. A shot reverberated. Without a sound, Kate crumpled to a heap on the floor. The smell of cordite filled the room.


  I stood, stunned, unable to react. Even with my limited vision, I could see the stain spread around her, clearly red. Jasmine turned back to me.


  “Now look what you’ve done, Camilla,” Jasmine said. “The authorities will not be pleased. Fortunately, I happened along to check on Kate and was able to struggle with you and save myself. It pays to be younger and taller. I was too late for poor Kate, of course. But as Frances Foxall liked to say, life goes on.


  I saw the shadow as she raised her arm.


  “This is the police,” a familiar voice came from behind the door to the dining room. “Put the gun down and step away from it.”


  Jasmine said, “Thank heavens you’re here, officer. I have been able to wrestle the weapon from your fugitive, but I didn’t know how much longer I could hold her. Is there an ambulance here? My friend, Kate Westerlund, has been shot by Camilla MacPhee.”


  If I hadn’t been scared shitless, I might have admired her audacity. If it struck her as odd that the police would pussyfoot through the dining room, there was no sign in her voice.


  “The game’s over. Put the weapon down. And move away from it. Slowly.”


  If I had one small thing to feel happy about, it was that Jasmine didn’t know Bunny Mayhew. She turned slowly.


  “Can you come in here, officer?” she said.


  Something told me that Bunny hadn’t passed the cop test.


  Bunny said, “The house is surrounded, Jasmine. Put the gun down.”


  I was pretty sure the house was not surrounded by anything but wishful thinking. I figured Bunny was about to be dead. What was worse, to shout a warning? Or hope like hell the ruse was working? The decision was taken from me when Jasmine raised her arm and fired the Glock. As far as I could tell, she fired right through the wall. Bunny screamed. Jasmine was more than smart enough to figure out that if the man in the next room didn’t come out firing in a Kevlar vest, then he was either out of commission or not a cop. Jasmine edged along the wall in front of me, heading for the door, raising her arm. I had to stop her from killing Bunny.


  Across the room, Kate Westerlund gurgled as if her lungs were filling with blood.


  “Not dead enough, Kate?” Jasmine said. “We can fix that.”


  That was my chance. I had nothing to lose. I grabbed the wall hanging and yanked with every bit of strength I had left and hurled it at Jasmine’s back. The heavy sheet of fabric came off the wall with a shower of dust. I tumbled after it. The wooden frame behind the hanging hit Jasmine. Something clattered on the floor. I hoped like hell it was the Glock. I fell forward, jarring my head. The grey mist turned black. Now I saw nothing. Where was Bunny? Where was Jasmine?


  I yelled, “She dropped the gun. Get help, Bunny. Tell them what you heard.”


  Kate gurgled again. She was probably dying. I couldn’t even find her, let alone help her.


  Jasmine spoke, it seemed, from a distance.


  “That wasn’t at all nice, Camilla. But it gives me another opportunity. Two birds with one stone.” She chuckled.


  “Someone heard everything you said, Jasmine.”


  “Someone who didn’t mind impersonating a police officer. I don’t think I have to worry. Even if anyone believed his story. But here’s something more immediate for you and Kate to worry about.”


  I heard a half dozen small clicks a few seconds apart. A familiar sound, but what was it? Not a gun. I didn’t think a Glock would click. I struggled to my feet, reaching out and happy to touch a table to steady myself.


  Kate moaned. It sounded like she was just a couple of feet from me. If I guessed right, I had just bumped into the coffee table. Kate must have been by the corner window. I couldn’t be sure. My head was buzzing, my thoughts jumbled.


  The first whiff of smoke took me by surprise. What was that smell? I inhaled a whiff of acrid smoke, like burning fabric. Seconds later, smoke seared my throat. Everywhere I turned, the smoke seemed thicker. I knew now the clicks were from Jasmine’s lighter. Jasmine must have ignited the wall hangings. My eyes streamed.


  Vainly hoping someone would hear, I yelled, “Help, fire.”


  Kate was coughing now. I was confused, disoriented. Where was the door? Where was the window? I tripped over the low table. Something rocked and rattled. I remembered the huge vase with the sunflowers. Vases contain water. I pulled off my tank top and felt around. I tossed out the flowers and soaked the shirt. I put it over my mouth and dropped to the floor, hoping the smoke would rise and I could stay below it. I fumbled around in my pack for another piece of cloth. I dragged out something, the Sens shirt perhaps. I soaked it too. I crawled to where I thought Kate was lying. Even with the wet fabric over my mouth, breathing was difficult. I tried to remember what I’d seen in this room on my previous visit. In the corner, a table, lamp and rug, I thought. I prayed I was going in the right direction and not just deeper into the smoke-filled house. I finally connected with Kate’s body. I pressed the cloth to her face. I could feel the small rug on the floor. Coughing and spewing, I rolled her onto the rug. I felt for the edge, got a grip and crawled toward what I hoped was the way out, pulling the rug along with me. I’m pretty sure I couldn’t do that on a normal day, let alone blind and concussed. That’s the power of fear. I figured the smoke would get us before the fire did.


  Was Bunny going to die because of me? The irony was, I might save Kate, who could have saved everyone, and hadn’t.


  Hacking and gagging, I pulled her toward what I hoped was the front entrance. I said to Kate. “If you have any strength left, push.” But Kate had even stopped coughing.


  I don’t believe in giving up. I didn’t plan to die without a fight. But I was too exhausted to move.


  Something pulled against me, waking me up. Voices, yelling. Jasmine? I did my best to fight back, connecting fist to face. Someone yelled.


  “For Christ’s sake, Camilla. Stop fighting.”


  Mombourquette?


  “You have to get Kate,” I said, trying to help whoever was pulling me from the building.


  “We got her out.”


  Bunny?


  “Don’t let the cops shoot me,” I said.


  Maybe that was a dream.


  After That


  One last bit of advice. Try not to party in the hospital. The nurses don’t like it, and some of those guys are bruisers.


  The Labour Day weekend was long gone before I opened my eyes again. Pale institutional green surrounded me. That meant I could see. I sure hoped I was in a hospital and not in hell.


  Wherever I was, I must have been expected, because there was the obligatory crowd scene.


  From the foot of the bed, a voice said, “Welcome back, Ms. MacPhee. You have been missed.”


  “Lord thundering Jesus, Camilla,” a second voice said, “I guess you’ll do anything to stay out of a balloon.”


  I sat up and grabbed Alvin’s wrist, “Listen to me. That girl, Jasmine, she killed all those people. She shot Joe. And Kate. I think she shot Bunny. You have to find Bunny.”


  My sister Donalda said, “If you mean that young man who picked up your book and helped drag you from the burning house, he’s all right. Although the police wanted to talk to him, and he seems to have wandered off.”


  “You have to tell the police about Jasmine.”


  “The police know,” Mombourquette said.


  “Do they believe me now, Leonard?”


  “They do.”


  “That’s good. Does that mean you’re in the deep weeds for getting involved in the investigation?”


  My sister Alexa spoke up. “I think the brass will be overlooking anything Leonard might have done to save your life, since you wouldn’t have been in danger if they hadn’t been hounding you based on false accusations. That was shocking.”


  Alvin said, “Your lawyer can’t wait to pursue the matter.”


  “I bet,” I said.


  Edwina said, “Of course, you could have saved yourself a lot of grief by giving yourself up earlier. You wouldn’t have lingered here for five days while we thought you were going to die, Missy.”


  Time for Mrs. Parnell to speak up again. “Ms. MacPhee did the only correct thing. She waded into battle without regard for her own safety. We will respect that.”


  I liked the sound of that. So did my father, who had been quiet until now. He leaned over and gave my hand a squeeze.


  “Thanks, Daddy,” I said. “You were right about the devil.”


  “Good job, um, Camilla,” he said.


  Sentimental moment. Always to be avoided with the MacPhees. “What about Kate?” I said.


  Mombourquette said. “She’s still in critical condition. Between the gunshot and the smoke inhalation and the shock of what happened to her husband, it’s touch and go.”


  Donalda said, “Lucky to be alive. What were the chances that a passing cab driver would turn out to be a doctor?”


  “Faroud came back to help?” I said.


  “He arrived before the emergency personnel,” Mombourquette said. “Damn lucky. If she lives, it’s because of him. The papers loved the story, though. Hero doctor can’t get a job in Canada.”


  I smiled. Faroud deserved whatever good breaks he got.


  Alvin and Mrs. Parnell exchanged glances. “We are sorry, Ms. MacPhee, that we didn’t arrive in time to stop these terrible things. We heard a lot on the cellphone, which of course you intended, but because of the winds, we just couldn’t get close enough to land. As soon as we realized your life was in danger, Young Ferguson borrowed another phone from the balloon pilot and called for reinforcements.”


  “Pretty snippy at 911,” Alvin sniffed.


  Mombourquette said, “I can just imagine what that story sounded like. But never mind. Police, fire and ambulance all showed up.”


  “Right after you did,” I said. “Thank you, Leonard.”


  “Hey,” he said, “what are friends for.”


  “What about Jasmine? Did she get away?”


  P. J. piped up. “That was the best part of the story, Tiger. Aside from the lawyer on the run and the shoot-out and the burning house.”


  “What was?”


  “Your high-flying friends, Alvin and Mrs. P. here, tracked her in their balloon and kept in touch with the police by phone until they picked her up. What a story that was. You couldn’t make it up.”


  “Well, we didn’t act alone, of course,” Mrs. Parnell said. “Every balloonist on that part of the Rideau kept an eye out for her.”


  Alvin said, “You gotta love cellphones.”


  “But she’s such a psychopath. She’ll concoct a story.”


  P. J. said, “Her credibility took a dive when she fired at them.”


  “Ah, yes,” I said. “That happens.”


  P. J. continued, “I think they’ve managed to figure out who she is. The stuff about University of Ottawa law school was all bullshit, of course. She’s been a troubled kid all her life. They’re not even sure how she got from the States into Canada. She was putting up a pretty good imitation of a psychotic episode, so that might help her avoid first degree murder charges. Anyway, I’ve got a feature assignment to track back to the original tragedy and follow her and her family over the years.”


  “What about Laura Brown and the other girls who were part of the Settlers?”


  “I’m trying to track their families too.”


  “Any luck?”


  “Nothing so far. But I bet I’ll get a book out of this,” P.J. said.


  With any luck, there’d be more to add to it when Laura’s safety deposit box was opened.


  From the back of the crowd, Elaine said, “I’m not quite so happy. I guess we have to talk.”


  I said, guiltily. “I’ll replace your clothes.”


  She said, “That’s not what I mean.”


  Mombourquette said, “I am afraid I did some damage to your friendship. Jasmine somehow planted those rumours about Elaine. I haven’t figured out how yet.”


  I said, “It was your mysterious appointments that worried me, Elaine.”


  Elaine said. “I guess Jasmine set everyone up. The mysterious appointments, as you call them, were with a counsellor. When Frances and Laura and Sylvie died, it was a wake-up call for me. I decided to try to reconcile with my family, and I wanted some advice. I found someone I trusted who was willing to give me a couple of sessions on the weekend. I wasn’t ready to tell everybody.”


  Good time to change the subject. “Hey, who are all the flowers from?”


  My sister Donalda inspected a weird plant.


  “That’s from me,” said P.J. “Venus fly trap.”


  “I sent the orange blossoms,” Elaine said.


  “The snake plant is from your lawyer,” Alvin said. “It came with a substantial bill for phone consultation and negotiations.”


  “The two-dozen roses are from my cousin Ray in Sydney,” Mombourquette said. “He’s been calling every hour. Crazy with worry.”


  I snorted. “Crazy with worry, my fat fanny. Now he sends flowers. Where the hell has he been?”


  “In hospital himself. Emergency appendectomy when he was on that course. His appendix burst when he was at the training site. It took a couple of hours to get him to a city hospital. They said another half-hour, and he wouldn’t have made it. He’ll take a couple of months to recover.”


  I sat up a bit straighter. “Oh. I thought he’d just dropped out of the relationship. Why didn’t anyone tell me? You sure he’s all right?”


  Mombourquette shrugged. “His kids kept trying to call you, but they didn’t want to leave an upsetting message informing you that he was in intensive care.”


  “And they kept hanging up?”


  “They’re kids. They’d start to cry. By the way, the dog misses you.”


  “How is Gussie?”


  “Aside from an ugly incident with a club sandwich and a Canadian Tire catalogue, pretty good.”


  “I guess that’s one happy ending.” I looked around. “Now that this is over, I’m looking forward to going home and spending time with Alvin’s dog and Mrs. Parnell’s cat.”


  Silence.


  “What? Why are you all looking at each other like that?”


  “You can stay with us,” my sisters said.


  “Thanks. I think I’ll just go home.”


  Mrs. Parnell said. “You can fight it in court. They can’t just evict you over that one false alarm.”


  “Or even the repeated complaints by the neighbour,” Alvin said.


  I sank back on the pillow and closed my eyes. I felt relieved when the duty nurse said. “Show’s over, folks. Patient needs rest. Time to hit the road.”


  Long after the noisy crowd bickered its way down the hall, I lay there thinking. Maybe Laura’s house would come in handy after all.


  And roses are always good.


  
    
      
    
  


  The Dead Don't Get Out Much


  
    One


    Close your eyes. Imagine this. You're stretched out on a cushioned lounge chair at the edge of an endless sandy beach. The sun warms your body. You smile as the gentle breeze ruffles your hair, and you wink at the passing waiter, which is all it takes to get another margarita. You sip the tangy drink, savour the salt and close your eyes in pleasure as the perfect turquoise sea laps at your toes. You feel very relaxed and maybe just a wee bit amorous. At that moment, you are the only person in the world who matters, except me, of course. And hey, there I am, lying beside you with the coconut-scented suntan lotion in my hand, awaiting your instructions.”


    I shook my head and stared at the telephone receiver. “Who is this?”


    Silence.


    I said, “Hello?”


    “It's Ray, Camilla.” Oops, chilly tone there.


    “Ray, that's great. Uh, what was that all about? I mean the sand and the sun and the amorous part?”


    “What do you mean, who is this? Who else would be applying your suntan lotion?”


    “No one. Especially in November. And, no offence, but what time is it?”


    “About six thirty. I'm getting ready to go on shift.”


    “Ah. You mean it's six thirty Atlantic Standard Time. Hmmm. Well, that would make it five thirty here in Ottawa Snoozing Time.”


    “Not so fast, my friend, aren't you the queen of the three a.m. calls?”


    “Oh, come on, Ray. Why would you say that?”


    “Because I've gotten quite a few myself, and I'm not the only one. People talk, you know.”


    “True, but most people don't talk to me at five thirty in the morning. However, I take your point. Goodbye now, Ray.”


    “I can't believe you didn't know it was me. How many guys call you up and whisper sweet nothings about warm beaches and feeling amorous?”


    “Don't forget the margaritas and the sea lapping at my toes. No guys call me to whisper sweet nothings. Nor are any guys whispering anything else, now that you mention it. Especially at five thirty a.m.”


    “So what do you think?”


    “I think this is probably just a dream.”


    “It's real. And?”


    “And what?” I tried to keep my voice pleasant, because Ray Deveau is the best damn thing to have happened to me in many, many years. He is worth working hard to be nice to.


    “And you are stretched out on a warm beach, blah blah blah.”


    “Actually, I am stretched out under a tumbled mass of duvet, which I seem to be sharing with a large, stinky dog. There's a calico cat licking my toes, and that actually seems a bit creepy. No one is filling my margarita, although now that I'm wide awake at five thirty in the morning, I wish someone would bring me a cup of coffee before I head out into the cold, damp, miserable November morning to walk the smelly dog that has been awakened by the sound of the phone ringing.”


    “So you're saying the beach does sound like an improvement.”


    “Yes. Too bad it's not happening.”


    “It should happen. We could take a holiday together. Wouldn't that be good after everything we've been through in the past couple of months? You never did have a proper recovery time following those concussions.”


    “Me? What about you? You almost died.”


    “That too. So, a holiday, well-deserved by both.”


    “Are you the same Ray Deveau with the two teenage daughters you can't leave in the house alone?”


    “Yup.”


    “Not to be picky, but are they part of the beach dream too?”


    “Nope. That would be insufficiently romantic. Anyway, the girls will be in school.”


    “How can you just…?”


    “All taken care of. My sister, Sharon, the one who lives in Dartmouth, has a few weeks after she moves out of her old house and before she moves into her new one. She's going to spend it here. As the resident guard.”


    “Don't you want to spend time with her?” I said.


    “Let's put it this way. Are there circumstances where you would opt to spend two weeks in a confined space with one of your sisters and a couple of teenage hormone factories?”


    “Point taken.”


    “I've got some holiday time coming, and it's use it or lose it. So I've been looking through travel brochures. I keep seeing your face in all the photos. How about Mexico?”


    “I don't know, Ray.”


    “Okay, Dominican Republic?”


    “I'm not sure I can do it. I got so far behind in my work when I was recovering. I couldn't concentrate on anything. You know I haven't even reopened Justice for Victims since we got evicted. There are so many people who desperately need a service like ours when they're dealing with horrible situations and jackasses in the justice system. If I'm not there, who's going to ensure they're not revictimized by vindictive criminals and their bulldog lawyers?” I didn't mention cops, since Ray's a Sergeant in the Cape Breton Regional Police, and he might not want to be on a list with jackasses.


    “Thanks for the lecture, but I already know what you do,” he said.


    “And you also know people are counting on me.”


    “Yeah. I think I might be one of them.”


    “You know what I mean. How can I go away after I did nothing useful all fall?”


    “When was the last time you had a break that didn't end in an emergency room? Leave everything with Alvin.”


    “Alvin? You must be joking. How's he supposed to cope?”


    “He'd be thrilled if you were out of the office. I mean, that's just a guess.”


    “We don't have an office. We're going to set up in my new house, remember? Which is also not set up. There is junk piled up to the ceiling.”


    “Camilla?”


    “Yes?”


    “I am up to speed on what's been happening to you. We do talk every day, although I'll save you the trouble of saying ‘not usually at five thirty in the morning’.”


    “Then you know I'm not unpacked. And you should know I don't feel right about inheriting this house, or about anything else that happened. It's just a really bad time for me.”


    “Do something pleasant for yourself for once. Think about swimming in the crystal blue water.”


    “Small problem. Other people packed my stuff when I was in the hospital. I don't know where anything is, like, for instance, my bathing suit.”


    “I'd be willing to spring for a bathing suit. At least, a small one.”


    “And the idea of leaving Alvin in charge, that's just plain scary.” That would account for the way my heart was racing.


    “Tell you what, I've got to hit the road. Think about where you'd like to go and call me,” Ray said.


    “Okay.”


    “New plan, I'll call you.”


    “Wait! Today's Remembrance Day. I'll be at the ceremonies.”


    “No problem. I'll give you a ring tonight.”


    “That'll be good,” I said.


    I listened to the dial tone for a long time and reminded myself that Ray was the best. Why was I such a jerk sometimes?


    
      * * *
    


    As we reached the eleventh hour of the eleventh day of the eleventh month, “O Canada” was followed by “The Last Post”. The goosebumps lasted after the notes faded. The cannon boomed, marking the beginning of the moment of silence. My personal silence was accompanied by a stream of icy water wending its slow way past my collar and down my back.


    Entirely appropriate.


    I was squeezed on the mezzanine terrace of the National Arts Centre, too many feet above the sidewalk, along with hundreds of strangers jostling to observe the Remembrance Day ceremonies. Below, thousands clustered in the rain to mark the moment. Somewhere on the far side of the throng, the Prime Minister, the Governor General, the military brass, the Silver Cross mother, representatives of every diplomatic mission and a busload of big shots were assembled.


    I jockeyed for position with college kids, moms and toddlers plus one beagle busy nosing crotches. I was too close to a spiny shrub for comfort, and the crowd was so dense I couldn't raise my umbrella without knocking someone's eye out. At least I was close enough to the edge to have a decent view of the street below. I looked down at a sea of faces, young and old, white, aboriginal, black, Asian and combinations. Overcoats, jean jackets and rain slickers brushed shoulders with a wide variety of military uniforms: Canadian, British, American and lots I didn't recognize.


    Somewhere on the parade route, my father, Donald Angus MacPhee, would be lined up to march with his fellow vets. I would watch him with pride as I have every Remembrance Day since I was old enough to toddle. I'm pushing forty, but I have trouble feeling like an adult when I see how stooped and frail he's become.


    The last few years, I've been at the ceremonies to honour my friend, former neighbour and personal hero, Mrs. Violet Parnell. Mrs. P. would never miss a chance to squeeze into her Canadian Women's Army Corps uniform and march with her head high.


    The crowd stretched as far as I could see, jamming the sidewalks on Elgin Street, around and past the War Memorial, spilling onto Wellington Street and up the grassy hill by the East Block of the Parliament Buildings. Every inch of the property surrounding the NAC had someone standing on it. People clung to the small ledges on the flag standards. Over their heads, Canadian flags fluttered, and the provincial and territorial flags cracked and flapped in the wind and rain. Thousands of poppies provided splashes of red.


    I scanned the crowd for signs of my three sisters. They'd be wearing their designer sunglasses, like so many others, even though the sun never shines on Remembrance Day, and today the weather was particularly vile. Alexa, Edwina and Donalda would not be pleased if anyone spotted their Christian Dior mascara making black tracks through their high-end blusher.


    I was not wearing sunglasses. In my view, if you can't shed a public tear at the Remembrance Day ceremony, what the hell is wrong with you?


    Next to me, my so-called office assistant, Alvin Ferguson, stood uncharacteristically silent, his bony shoulders hunched in his black leather jacket, his ponytail drooping, his cat's-eye glasses fogged, droplets of rain glistening off each of his nine visible earrings. A bit of advice to anyone running a small non-profit: if you wish to avoid a lot of headaches, don't allow your aged father to saddle you with an office assistant with the temperament and inclination of a performance artist, the office skills of a chimpanzee and the attitude of a minor dictator. Just a suggestion.


    When the second boom marked the end of the silence, Alvin opened his mouth. Whatever he was saying was drowned out as the piper struck up the Lament and four CF-18s roared overhead in formation.


    Alvin may be an accomplished pain in the backside, but he has his positive points. He thinks the world of Mrs. Parnell, and rightly so. The feeling, for some reason, is mutual.


    As the sound of the planes faded, Alvin said, with a catch in his voice, “Violet loves to see the planes.”


    “True enough.”


    Alvin nibbled on a finger nail. “Do you think she's okay? It's a long way to march. And this is such friggin’ revolting weather. What if she loses her balance?”


    “We've been over this, Alvin. She's not going to trip. She's been doing strength and balance exercises and yoga for months just for this chance to march. She's in better shape than she's been in years. I'm really proud of her.”


    “Yeah well, in this rain, she might get pneumonia.” In the last couple of months, Alvin had become extremely protective of Mrs. P. It's weird, considering he's in his twenties and singularly lacking in sensible behaviour, and she's well past the eighty mark without any help from anyone, thank you very much.


    “She'll be fine. Mrs. P. is as keen on battle as she ever was.”


    Alvin sniffed. “They have ambulances here. If anything happened, they'd rush out to get her. Wouldn't they?”


    “Nothing's going to happen. She waits for this moment every year. The ceremony puts a spring in her step.”


    “She sounded upset last night when I tried to talk to her.”


    “Really? I didn't notice that she was upset.”


    “You've been so busy crabbing about your house and your boxes of files, you haven't even seen her this week.”


    All right, so that was true, although I'd called her practically every day. Alvin's not the only one who thinks Mrs. Parnell is something special. She'd saved my life on several dramatic occasions, and she's an entertaining conversationalist to boot, not to mention a first-rate strategist. What's not to love?


    I lowered my voice. “This is a special moment. Don't spoil it by getting yourself all worked up over nothing, Alvin.”


    Alvin continued to obsess in that irritating way he specializes in. His voice got higher with every sentence. “I thought she needed someone to walk with her. I offered to do it. She turned me down cold. She wouldn't even accept a drive. She took a cab to the meeting point.”


    “Alvin, your concern is commendable, but Mrs. Parnell has been having the time of her life lately. We can't hold her back. She's getting exercise and fresh air. Been on trips, been up in balloons, might I remind you.”


    Alvin said, “Been shot at trying to rescue you.”


    “The last time was months ago, and anyway, I think she kind of likes that sort of thing. Takes her back to the war. Besides, she wasn't hit. She loved the adventure. She keeps reenacting it for anyone who'll listen.”


    “I still say it would have been way better if I had been marching with her.”


    “Shh. Listen to the speeches.”


    “Hey, I wonder if I can get a good look at the Governor General's hat from here,” Alvin mused.


    I will never understand that boy.


    The speeches are always short and heartfelt, but if you ask me, all everyone wants is to see the planes fly over, to hear the gun salutes and the pipers and to applaud the vets. It's our opportunity to think about how goddam lucky we are.


    “Every year, it's a smaller number of vets,” Alvin said before honking his nose.


    I didn't answer. I was clapping for the passing vets along with everyone else. Anyway, what could I say? My father and Mrs. Parnell were both well into their eighties. I didn't like to think about where all that was leading.


    “It's so sad,” Alvin sniffed.


    I already had a lump in my throat, since I thought I saw my father marching by. I imagined Alvin felt the same way. My father had lost two brothers in Sicily, and Alvin's grandfather was killed in the battle for Ortona. The uncles were real to me. I saw their pictures, I heard the stories of the mischief they got up to as boys. More than sixty years after the war, they were still important in my family.


    People shouted “Thank you!” and clapped as groups of vets marched by.


    Alvin slipped off his fogged-up cat's-eye glasses and whipped out black binoculars. They looked a lot like a pair I used to have.


    “I don't see Violet yet. Where is she?” he fretted. “Will they give her a wheelchair if she can't keep up? She should have her walker at least.”


    “For God's sake, Alvin. This is Mrs. Parnell we're talking about. She's as tough as they come. There are lots of vets the same age, some are even older and much more fragile. Please, try to control yourself. They'll be here,” I said. Not that I was relaxed. A woman with a red umbrella and a bad attitude kept shoving me in order to get a better spot. I wasn't keen to get too close to the edge, since it was a couple of storeys above the sidewalk. You can't really growl at someone at this particular time and place. Besides, I'm still working on my nice side.


    “I think she's coming now.” Alvin stretched up and out. He leaned forward and adjusted the binoculars as a small group of marchers passed by. “Lord thundering Jesus,” he said.


    “What?” I may have said that a bit louder than necessary since heads turned.


    “Something's wrong with Violet.”


    “Hand over those glasses.” I snatched the binoculars and peered through, looking for yet another opportunity to prove him wrong. There was an upside to our bickering as the crowd around us had shifted away.


    I zoomed in on Mrs. Parnell. I could feel Alvin's anxiety, maybe because he was gripping my arm. I expected bruises.


    I stared straight at Mrs. P.


    “See what I mean?” Alvin said. “Look at the way she's holding herself. You know how fussy she is about proper military bearing.”


    “Please let go of my arm, Alvin.”


    “And she isn't keeping step. It's like she's not even aware of the other marchers.”


    “There's nothing wrong with Mrs. Parnell that a couple of Benson & Hedges and a tumbler of Harvey's Bristol Cream won't fix.” I hesitated slightly, because Mrs. Parnell didn't appear to be keeping step with the other vets. I wondered for a second if I was catching Alvin's panicky behaviour.


    He grabbed the binoculars back. “We have to catch up with her and find out what the problem is.”


    “We can't disrupt the parade. She'll be going to the Chateau Laurier for the vets’ lunch right afterwards. We'll catch up with her then.”


    Alvin plunged right through the juniper. “We can't wait that long. Let's go.”


    Easier said than done. As we pushed our way through the crowds and down the stairs, things got worse. People were lined ten deep around the edge of the street. I couldn't even see where the vets were.


    Alvin zigged and zagged through the mass of milling people, using his elbows as weapons. “Get the lead out, Camilla.”


    “For heaven's sake,” I puffed, “if you don't stop stressing yourself out, you'll need an ambulance.”


    Most likely a lot of fuss about nothing, I told myself as I plunged through the crowd after him.


    
      * * *
    


    “Keep a cool head, Alvin. We don't want to ruin her moment,” I said half an hour later when we'd finally managed to cross Wellington Street and push our way into the green-roofed Chateau Laurier. The hotel was holding a luncheon for hundreds of vets, and the marble hallways were jammed. Excitement ran high. We shouldered our way through the sentimental crowd, everyone wanting to shake the hands of a vet and express their thanks.


    Alvin paid no attention to me. He was still cheesed off that I hadn't leaped over the barricades to connect to the marchers. He craned his scrawny neck, ponytail flicking in anxiety, heading for the ballroom where the lunch was being held. A few people attempted to stop him. That was a mistake on their part. I spotted Mrs. P. outside the ballroom. I felt a flood of relief.


    “There she is. Look. Now will you relax, Alvin?” I said, nudging a couple of people out of the way and pushing ahead of him.


    Mrs. P. sat by herself, in her CWAC uniform, her cap in her hand. Maybe she was still recovering from the march, or maybe she needed a Benson & Hedges. Plus Bristol Cream might not have been on the lunch menu.


    “Mrs. Parnell,” I called, galloping toward her.


    She looked up blankly.


    “Mrs. P.?”


    She said nothing, staring beyond me.


    I whirled to see who she was looking at. There was nothing but a blank wall behind me. I said, “It's Camilla.”


    She blinked and shook her head. Her hair hung loose and straggly. Deep purple shadows ringed her eyes. Her skin was as grey and mottled as the marble floor.


    I felt my heart begin to thud. Alvin was right. Where was the perky and upbeat Mrs. Parnell I'd expected? “Has something happened?”


    Alvin pushed in like a leather-clad tornado. He screeched to a stop in front of her. “What's wrong, Violet?”


    Mrs. Parnell seemed not to notice him, quite an achievement considering he was now on his leather knees.


    I bent over and placed a hand on her shoulder. “Something wrong, Mrs. P.?”


    Alvin blurted, “Violet, what's going on?”


    She shook her head and blinked. “I'm terribly troubled by a dead man.”


    “What?” I said.


    “Whoa,” Alvin said. “How long has he been dead?”


    “Too long.”


    “That's amazing,” Alvin said.


    Something flickered in Mrs. Parnell's eyes. “Precisely. You can imagine how it took me by surprise.”


    Alvin's mouth hung open. Not a good look for him.


    I said, “Obviously, something's upset you, but I think you must be mistaken. Easy to make a mistake in a crowd like this.”


    “There's no mistake, Ms. MacPhee.”


    “This is crazy,” I turned and whispered to Alvin.


    “Like I wouldn't figure that out for myself?”


    Mrs. P. scowled. “There's nothing wrong with my hearing. And, in this case, I would far prefer to be crazy than right.”


    I was formulating a sensible response when Mrs. Parnell gasped. The gasp became a strangled gurgle. Her hands gripped her chest. As Alvin and I stood frozen, her eyes rolled back and she slid from her chair into a heap on the marble floor.


    
      412 Dunbarton Street

      Toronto, Ontario

      October 6, 1941


      Dear Violet,


      I do hope you are able to receive letters. You are so far away, and you have chosen to take such risks. I know you are afraid of nothing, but I wonder if you have gone too far this time. The war is no place for a woman, and I think you should know that. It is bad enough that Perce has signed up and gone overseas. Now I have to worry about you as well as my brother. There is no one much to associate with in Chesterton, since Hazel is the only person from our crowd still around. She is sillier and more scatterbrained than ever. All she can think about is hats. I suppose she daydreams about men too. Mother says that's the one good thing about Perce going overseas. At least we don't have to worry about her, if you can read between the lines.


      So many girls from Chesterton have married boys they hardly know, it is a scandal. These boys have signed up and shipped out, and now the girls are working in factories. Can you imagine that? What is the world coming to? I took your advice and decided not to postpone Normal School. I will be finished my education and back home in no time. Even so, I hated to leave Mother, as she is on her own, with just the maid, especially since it is so hard to get good help these days. She misses Perce terribly. How could the government take a man who is the emotional support of an ailing widow? That is truly appalling. Of course, Perce is so patriotic, he insisted on doing his duty. It is such a shame for a capable and ambitious boy like Perce (and Harry too, of course) to have to put his life on hold. As you like to say, we must all be brave. I remind myself that Perce has a lucky streak, although I realize that is just silly and superstitious.


      I am beginning to settle in at the school. I have a nice furnished room with a very respectable family. Toronto is so large compared to sleepy little Chesterton. Some of the other girls are much too frivolous to spend time with. I cannot imagine how they think they'll make competent teachers. However, one or two seem quite solid. Time will tell if they will be worthy friends, as you have always been, Violet.


      Yours truly,


      Betty

    

  


  
    Two


    Lucky for us, there was no shortage of medical help at this particular gathering. Mrs. Parnell opened her eyes as the first paramedic approached. In a pre-emptive strike, she said, “There's nothing whatsoever wrong with me.”


    “We'll just confirm that, ma'am,” the paramedic said briskly.


    “I'll be the judge of how I am, young man.”


    I was relieved to catch a glimpse of Mrs. P. in her normal mode, but I sided with the paramedic.


    “You have to be seen by a doctor, just to be on the safe side. It shouldn't take long. Alvin and I will come along for the ride.”


    “Ms. MacPhee, I do not need to see a doctor. The world will not stop because of a moment's lightheadedness and a bit of indigestion. I have things to do.” She turned to the paramedic. “That will be all, young man. I'll be on my way now.”


    “You fainted, Violet,” Alvin said. “You can't just walk away.”


    “Watch me,” she said.


    By this time, we were ringed by observers, veterans and visitors alike. A hum of comment surrounded us.


    “But…” Alvin said.


    Mrs. P. struggled to her feet. “I'm leaving now. You two can decide whose side you're on.”


    “What?” I said, not for the first or last time that day.


    “We're on your side, Violet,” Alvin squeaked. He looked truly, deeply distressed. I could sympathize.


    “It's best if we get you checked out in the hospital,” the paramedic said.


    She said, “I can't be tied up for hours. I have places to go and people to see.”


    Dead people? I wondered. I decided to tough it out. “As soon as the doctor gives you the green light, you'll be on your way.”


    “No time to dally.” She straightened her shoulders. “Everything's fine. Excuse me, please.”


    It crossed my mind that maybe Benson & Hedges and Harvey's Bristol Cream were also calling. Even so, I had to admire her sense of drama.


    “Maybe she is okay,” I whispered to Alvin, as we stood uselessly watching Mrs. Parnell clump with her cane toward the exit.


    “Do you think?” he whispered back.


    “She sounds like her old self,” I said, “although she's a funny pasty colour.”


    “And her knees are wobbling. You can see them.”


    The paramedic was not as useless as we were. He followed her. “If you don't mind, we'd like to confirm that you are all right.”


    “I do mind.” Mrs. Parnell fixed him with a look that should have terrified a lesser man.


    He didn't even blink. “Won't take any time at all. And, I'll make sure you get some privacy,” he said, giving us a dismissive glance.


    
      * * *
    


    “Well, you can't just let that go,” my sister Alexa huffed over the phone line. “It sounds like the start of dementia to me.”


    “What are you talking about? Mrs. Parnell doesn't have dementia. But something's wrong, and I wanted to tell you Alvin and I are here at the hospital, because I know you're planning dinner. I don't know when we'll be out.”


    “Don't be silly. Dementia's extremely serious.”


    “Once more for the record, it is not dementia. She seems to have had some kind of shock. We haven't had a chance to talk to a doctor. Mrs. P. was whisked away, in case it was a heart attack.”


    “You said she was talking to dead people. I was a nurse, in case you have forgotten, and I can tell you when people are in their eighties and they start having conversations with those who have gone before, it's not a good sign. So just this once, don't argue with every word that comes out of my mouth.”


    “I'm not arguing,” I said.


    “Of course you are.”


    “Am not.”


    “As usual.”


    I massaged my temple, something I find myself doing in every conversation with one of my older sisters. It's not enough that I have to be the short, dark, stocky one in the family, the three of them get to be tall, blonde and elegant. Apparently part of the deal is that they have the answer to everything. Always. My sisters are very attached to the notion of being right.


    On the other hand, I was working hard to be nice.


    Alexa said, “Edwina wants to talk to you.”


    Great. Just what I needed. The supreme commander. “No time, I have to go right…”


    “Now look here, missy…” Edwina began.


    “Okay. Let's start again. I didn't call to have an argument.”


    “It certainly sounds to me like you did, missy.”


    “I wanted to let you know that I'm in Emerg with Mrs. Parnell, and I may not make the family dinner tonight because…”


    “What? You really are incredible, Camilla. You miss out on so many family events. You know how important this day is to Daddy.”


    I took a deep, soothing breath. “Daddy will understand. I have to stay here until we find out if she's all right.”


    Edwina sniffed. “Alexa has worked very hard to make this special dinner. She's livid.”


    I said, “Alexa doesn't get livid. You're the one who's always livid. Alexa does the guilt trips. Never mind. Put Daddy on the line. He really likes Mrs. Parnell. I'll explain.”


    “This is a very emotional day for him. You'll manage to upset him about this. I'll make up a plausible story.”


    “What do you mean make up a story? Just tell him the truth.”


    “Leave it with me. I'm sure you'll show up eventually.”


    Oh, what the hell.


    
      * * *
    


    “I'm a bit tense, try not to make it any worse,” I said to Alvin. We both knew this waiting room too well. We had now been hanging around in useless mode for what seemed like hours, breathing in air heavy with body odour and disinfectant. Our backsides were numb from too long in the molded plastic chairs. Hours earlier, Mrs. P. had vanished into some examination room along with a pack of highly-focussed medical personnel. At least they had behaved as though sudden headache and collapse in a woman in her eighties was worth taking action.


    Alvin said, “Me? You're the one who always makes things worse.”


    “Who used the word ‘crazy’?”


    “You don't really think that made her…?”


    All right, I didn't. He just gets me going, and I was worried. Maybe Alvin had been right. Maybe I should have tried harder to talk her out of marching. At the very least, I could have stayed in touch with her more in the preceding week. A good solid Catholic upbringing equips you to wallow in guilt over many issues. I was wallowing big time.


    In the few years since we'd met her, Mrs. P. had begun to dote on Alvin, who didn't get much of that from other sources. She'd also saved my bacon more than once. She'd ended up in the ICU as a direct result of some of our investigations. In a pinch, she was game to spend the night guarding a client who was in danger. At the moment your life was flashing before your eyes, you could count on her to pop into the picture brandishing her Benson & Hedges and the appropriate military motto. She'd provide you with a tumbler of Bristol Cream to help you get over whatever trauma you'd be facing. I couldn't imagine life without her.


    Alvin reached into the inside pocket of his leather jacket and produced a brightly-coloured notebook. Unless I missed my guess, it had repeating images of Margaret Trudeau on it. Very Andy Warhol. He clicked a hot pink gel pen, bent his head and began to write.


    “What's that?” I said.


    “It's my journal. Do you like the cover? I designed it myself.”


    “It's very interesting, and I'm not surprised you designed it yourself, but since when do you keep a journal?”


    “I just started. I'm using it as an ongoing process of self-discovery. Not that it's any of your business.”


    “Everything is my business, Alvin,” I said, for no particular reason. Sometimes you just have to pick on the closest person. I'm trying to cut down on that sort of thing, but Alvin makes such a fine target.


    Alvin said, without lifting his head, “I was going to write about all the wonderful things Violet has done for me, like dropping everything and driving to Nova Scotia when my brother, Jimmy, was missing, but now I'm making a note that although you were supposed to try to be nicer to people, you have failed miserably. I hope that will be a lesson to me not to be half-assed about my own personal objectives.”


    “I can see you're going to enjoy your voyage, Alvin,” I said nicely.


    He snapped the book shut. “I'm scared, Camilla. What's wrong with her?”


    I refused to say the awful words that reverberated in my mind. Aneurysm. Alzheimer's. Dementia. Brain tumour. Stroke. Cardiac arrest.


    Alvin poked me in the ribs. “I need a bit of reassurance. Is that too much to ask?”


    What could I say that wouldn't make things even worse? Mrs. Parnell smokes a package of cigarettes a day and consumes sherry by the vat. She doesn't believe in waiting until the sun is over the yardarm to do either. She is eighty-three years old, she never sleeps, she drives too fast, and wholesome living is not in her dictionary.


    Alvin chewed his nails. “Do you think it could be a heart attack?”


    “Wait for the doctor. No point in jumping to conclusions.”


    I was saved from a further volley of Alvin's questions by a familiar and darkly handsome Emergency Room physician who attempted to slip past us without making eye contact.


    I shot out of the molded plastic seat and sprinted after him. I caught up and grabbed him by the arm. “Not so fast, Doctor. We're waiting to hear if Mrs. Violet Parnell is going to be all right.”


    He stopped and frowned. “I know you,” he said in the Newfoundland accent I was expecting.


    “Well yes, we have met, Dr. Hasheem. It's not about me this time.”


    “You're in Emerg a lot.”


    “Not really. Just when something happens.”


    He closed his eyes. “If I recall: concussion, concussion, smoke inhalation, shock, hypothermia. Am I missing anything? Another concussion perhaps? Oh, yes. Broken arm.”


    “I'm fine today. This is not about me.”


    “Correct me if I'm wrong, but you have a tendency to encounter dangerous people, places and things. That right?”


    “At the moment, I'm avoiding danger in all its forms.”


    “You look like you've lost weight.”


    People kept commenting on that, and it was beginning to get on my nerves.


    “I dropped a size maybe. I was quite dizzy and nauseated after the concussions.”


    “She forgot to eat,” Alvin said, sneaking up behind me. “In all the confusion of being evicted twice.”


    “Thank you, Alvin. I'll handle this conversation.”


    Dr. Hasheem's handsome forehead furrowed. “After what you've been through, you really must avoid all this stress. There can be lingering problems after concussion.”


    “It's been two and a half months. I'm all right.” This was true enough, except for a tendency to wake up screaming in the night.


    “It's not very long in recovery terms,” he said.


    “Look, I don't want to talk about me. I want to know what's happening with Mrs. Violet Parnell. She's been here for hours. Has anyone even been in to see her? Why couldn't we stay with her?”


    I guess Dr. Hasheem didn't get to his unenviable position without demonstrating a certain stubbornness. “I'd say you have to take it easy for more like six months to a year. Moving is a big stressor. Maybe you should try not to get evicted again.”


    “Great advice. Let me repeat. Mrs. Violet Parnell was brought in by ambulance from the veteran's ceremony. Is it a stroke?”


    Dr. Hasheem raised an eyebrow. “That's your diagnosis?”


    I said, “Not that I would know.”


    Alvin added, “She collapsed at the reception for the veterans after the Remembrance Day ceremonies.”


    “Hmmm. And what relationship is Mrs. Parnell to you?” Dr. Hasheem asked.


    “Grandmother,” Alvin said.


    “And to you?” Dr. Hasheem asked me.


    Alvin blurted, “I mean, she's Camilla's grandmother.”


    “And her relationship to you?” he asked Alvin.


    “Aunt. Great-aunt.”


    “Great-great-aunt,” I said at the same time.


    “Really great aunt,” Alvin said.


    “Any other family here?” Dr. Hasheem asked, massaging his temple.


    “We're her only family.” As far as I knew, this was the truth.


    “I remember your sisters.”


    “They're not available.


    “She should never have marched in that parade,” Alvin said.


    Dr. Hasheem said. “We're doing the diagnostics on that. She's a smoker? And a drinker?”


    “Well, I wouldn't call her a drinker,” I said.


    “We're going by the information she gave us.”


    I said, “She enjoys life.”


    Alvin added, “And we enjoy her company.”


    Dr. Hasheem scratched his chiselled chin. “Sorry to break this to you, but smoking and drinking are major factors in heart disease.”


    I said, “What's the prognosis?”


    “We have to wait for the diagnostics. You have to take into consideration that she's an old lady.”


    Alvin said, “That's not a very nice thing to say.”


    I said, “She's so full of life. And she's sharp.”


    “That may be,” Dr. Hasheem said. “At eighty-three, with that profile, and with her symptoms, she's a prime candidate for cardiac arrest.”


    Alvin said, “What will that mean? Will she be stuck in a wheelchair? She'll raise hell if she is.”


    Frankly, I thought it would take more than a wheelchair to hold back Mrs. P., but we were in unfamiliar territory here.


    Alvin kept on babbling. “Although if it was a motorized wheelchair, she might like that. If it went fast enough.”


    Dr. Hasheem said, “The outcomes can vary. But we'll have to monitor her for a couple of days. The good news is she got here quickly. The first thirty minutes is what counts. Might have been different if she'd been alone instead of in a room full of people.”


    Alvin said, “I think it was the shock.”


    “Shock?” Dr. Hasheem said. “Did something happen to bring this on? We should be told in that case.”


    I said, “Something upset her. We're not sure what.”


    “She had trouble with a dead man,” Alvin said.


    “A dead man? Well, I think we can rule that out as a causal factor,” Dr. Hasheem said. “Although, sometimes a blockage can cause people to appear to hallucinate.”


    I opened my mouth, but he'd already vanished in a puff of smoke. Or maybe it was behind the door of an examination room.


    
      * * *
    


    Eons later, we received an update. Not a happy update, for sure. Still, not as bad as it might have been. According to Dr. Hasheem, she'd need rest, medication and a mending of her ways. In hospital.


    “No smoking. Alcohol in moderation.”


    “Sure, like that's going to happen,” I muttered.


    Dr. Hasheem overheard. “It better happen. And, she shouldn't be alone, it goes without saying. We'll keep her here for observation for a couple of days, run some more tests. When she's released, she'll either require a convalescent home or a twenty-four hour caregiver. She shouldn't be by herself. You might want to get started on those arrangements for your grandmother,” Dr. Hasheem said.


    As soon as he had snapped the file shut and vanished again, Alvin said, “Lord thundering Jesus.”


    “No kidding,” I said.


    “I don't think he really understands what type of person Violet is.”


    We were both trying to imagine the impact of Mrs. P. on some unsuspecting convalescent home.


    “I'm surprised they let her back into this particular hospital after the last time,” I said.


    “Come on, Camilla, everyone's entitled to a couple of parties,” Alvin said.


    “They can be pretty stuffy in the ICU. Anyway, I don't think a convalescent home is right for her.”


    Alvin looked shocked. “Of course not.”


    “I think she'd prefer to be in her own home.”


    “For sure.”


    “Between the two of us, and a bit of help, we could probably manage for a few days. What do you think?”


    “Damned straight. Wait a minute. I thought you were taking a vacation with Ray Deveau.”


    “That can wait.”


    
      * * *
    


    Not everyone was enthusiastic about the idea of postponing a vacation. By not everyone, I mean specifically not Ray Deveau.


    I said for the second time, “I know you're upset, but there's nothing I can do about it.”


    A long silence drifted down the phone line. I hate long silences. Unless they're my own.


    I said, “I realize you're excited about this trip.”


    “It's our kick at the can, Camilla. If we're trying to build some kind of life together, this isn't the time to start postponing it.”


    “As romantic as that may be, we'll have to kick that particular can some other time.”


    “This is the only time my sister can come down here to stay with the girls.”


    “I'm sorry. I just can't go to Mexico and leave Mrs. Parnell alone. We don't know what kind of convalescence she'll have or how long it will take. I'm asking you to wait a bit until we know.”


    “Can you get someone else to look after her? Just for two weeks?”


    “Maybe you can find someone else to look after the girls later?”


    “You don't know a lot about teenagers, do you?”


    I hate it when people snort. “I rather hoped that was part of my charm.”


    “Well, it's not. So back to my suggestion. Why don't we try to find someone else to take care of Mrs. Parnell? From where I sit, I think little old ladies are easier to handle than teenagers. Even tough and stubborn old ladies, in case you're planning to mention that.”


    “In most cases, I'd agree.”


    I suppose I should have said I know how much this trip means to you. I know about all the planning and the deal-making and the books you've read and your total effort to make this be a wonderful holiday. This is a major chance to get to know each other better in close quarters without either of our families spoiling the mood and murderers muddying the waters. In retrospect, perhaps I might have said how much I valued Ray and our new relationship.


    I didn't say anything. The trouble is, I am lousy at relationships. I'd had nearly ten years to get used to the idea of my husband, Paul, being killed by a drunk driver. It was past time to move on. I couldn't imagine anyone better than Ray to move on with. I just needed to work on some new habits.


    “Okeydoke,” Ray said, eventually. “New plan needed then.”


    What the hell did he mean by that?


    
      * * *
    


    A couple of words about emergency departments. Don't think anyone you care about is getting in and out of one quickly. It was evening before I was able to trap Dr. Hasheem in another corridor. I didn't waste time on false pleasantries.


    “It's been hours. Why keep my grandmother here, where we can't even see her? What is this, the Gulag?”


    “For observation and stabilization. Your wait is not really out of line. We have to check her thoroughly.”


    “Wouldn't she be more likely to recover in a room?”


    “Yes, she would.”


    “Then why isn't she?”


    “They must be waiting for a bed to become available.”


    “Unbelievable. How can she get better in this chaotic hellhole?”


    His eyes flashed darkly. He was definitely beautiful when he was mad. “I'd like to see you do a better job with the same resources.”


    “Okay, I realize you have resource problems. My job is to make sure Mrs. Parnell doesn't get lost in the system.


    “Mrs. Parnell? I thought she was your grandmother?”


    “She is my grandmother. I'm calling her Mrs. Parnell so you'll know who I'm talking about. Anyway, what I call her doesn't matter. The important thing is to get her out of this hellhole and into a room.”


    His skin paled to light coffee colour. “She's not in a corridor?”


    “I don't know where she is. I think you should.”


    “I haven't seen her for…” He frowned in a way I didn't care for.


    “I'll double-check,” he said.


    “Double-check what?”


    He raced down the corridor until he gave me the slip.


    Something was very, very wrong.


    
      21 Frank Street

      Chesterton, Ontario

      October 10, 1942


      Dear Vi,


      I hope England is everything you thought it would be. I am quite envious! I know there's a war on, but still you will see lots of London! We've been getting news about the Blitz on the radio. It's hard not to think of you and worry. Be careful with those flyboys, I hear they're all scamps. I know that you are used to scamps, especially growing up around Harry and Perce. I hope you have a chance to meet up with them. Are there lots of dances? When you get back, you'll have to spill the beans!


      Things have changed a lot here. It's hard to get anything. I left the kettle on the stove too long and burnt the bottom out of it. Mum was very understanding, although we haven't been able to find a replacement. As for the old Ford, it's hard to get gasoline. Everything has gone to the war effort. Never mind, walking is good for the figure.


      Mum has decided to let the upper floor to tenants. It is hard for people to get a place to live. Even in Chesterton, it's a problem. Mum says we should think about others less fortunate than ourselves. We have more than enough room downstairs. I suppose I am less likely to break a leg going out the downstairs window!


      Harry Jones's father was kind enough to make some renovations for us. He seems lost in his own world. It must be very hard for him, losing his wife two years ago and now having Harry overseas. I bet Harry's having adventures too, even though there's a war on. If you see him, say hello from me. Tell him I think you make the perfect couple.


      I have some grand news! I was able to get a job at the Court House as a court stenographer. Who ever thought all that shorthand and typing would be useful? It's very interesting, the judges are real gentlemen. Judge Stiles especially is quite handsome, and I get to wear lovely hats to work. We can use a bit of money. This old house is hard to keep up, and we still need the kettle. Movies are expensive too, but worth it. I just loved “Sergeant York”. You never know who is going to be a hero (like you, Vi!).


      Love from your best friend,


      Hazel


      P.S. I hope you find someone to help you with your hair since I'm not there!

    

  


  
    Three


    “What do you mean gone?” I yelped at Dr. Hasheem. Alvin gripped my hand.


    “Gone where?” I pried Alvin's fingers from my hand while continuing to block Dr. Hasheem's getaway.


    “Lord thundering Jesus,” Alvin moaned.


    “Try and control yourself, Alvin. Make it part of your voyage of self-discovery.”


    The doctor said. “Apparently, she just walked out. We don't know where.”


    “You were talking about potential heart attacks. You can't let her scamper off.”


    “Actually, we believe she might have had a cardiac event. The results were really inconclusive.”


    “Minor difference. The fact remains she's in her eighties, and something happened, and you were supposed to look after her, and now she's gone. That seems pretty irresponsible in the legal sense.”


    “I spoke to her, and she was obviously reasoning quite well.”


    “No one advised her to stay here?”


    “Of course. She was told of the advisability of remaining here until we had run some more tests. However, she chose to leave. We couldn't hold her against her will.”


    Alvin said. “She's seeing dead people.”


    I took a deep breath. “You don't think she has some kind of dementia, do you?”


    “She definitely seems sharper than most people.” I could tell that included us.


    “How did she leave?” Alvin said.


    “I have no idea,” Dr. Hasheem said. “I am sorry that no one let you know. If you'd had a power of attorney, they would have required your authorization to let her go. You didn't have a power of attorney for health matters, did you?”


    “No,” I said.


    “There you go,” the doctor said. “Nothing we can do.”


    “But she'll need proper care,” Alvin said. “More tests.”


    Dr. Hasheem said, “No argument here.”


    I said, “She needs to be here. You said that yourself.”


    Dr. Hasheem shrugged. “You'll have to work that out with her, since she's already left. We'll certainly re-admit her if she comes back. Now if you'll excuse me…”


    Alvin bleated. “You are talking about a heroic war veteran here. She doesn't get frightened.”


    Dr. Hasheem passed a hand over his brow. “Heroic war veteran. Okay. All right then, you might want to look into what's available for vets. The Perley-Rideau is a great facility. Maybe she'd be more comfortable there. And if you do get her in, she may need a psychological assessment in addition to having her heart monitored.”


    “There's nothing crazy about Violet,” Alvin shouted crazily.


    “I'm not saying crazy. That's not a preferred term. It could be physical too. I think I already mentioned that sometimes vascular problems can lead to a person seeing things that are not there. It's rare, but it happens. But we can't jump to conclusions. We have to check out the possibilities. One way or the other, her behaviour is troubling.”


    “Something happened at that ceremony,” I said.


    “After she saw that dead guy,” Alvin said. “I found that troubling, for sure.”


    “So did she,” I said.


    “I rest my case.” Dr. Hasheem steamed down the hall, his white coat flapping behind him.


    
      * * *
    


    My cellphone rang as soon as I turned it on in the hospital parking lot.


    “Okay, Camilla, I knew you'd answer eventually,” Ray Deveau said cheerfully. “I've got a new plan.”


    “Bad time for me, Ray.” I jogged through the drizzle to keep up with Alvin, who had commandeered the keys to my car. “Can I call you back?”


    Ray paused, just briefly. “It will only take two minutes.”


    “Mrs. Parnell's absconded from the hospital. We've got to get to her place to see if she's all right.”


    Ray chuckled softly. “Absconded. She broke out? Just like her.”


    I hadn't thought of that. “I guess it is.”


    “Did you think she'd take being in hospital lying down?”


    “Don't laugh at your own jokes, Ray.”


    “Somebody has to. You know what, I hope we're capable of absconding when we're her age.”


    He had a point. “I guess.”


    “Just listen to the new plan. Can't you do that on your way?”


    “Yeah, okay, shoot.”


    “I talked to my sister. She'll stay with the girls whenever the time is right.”


    “She will? Well, that's great.”


    “Yup. I talked to my supervisor, explained the situation. No one else wants to book off time right now, so I can make arrangements on fairly short notice.”


    “Huh.”


    “It looks like I can get pretty good deals online no matter where we want to go. November's not the best travel month for most people, so that works in our favour.”


    “Hmmm,” I said, opening the passenger side door since Alvin had taken over the driver's side.


    “You make sure Mrs. Parnell is all right, and when you're good to go, we'll arrange our holiday. When you have a moment to think about it, give me a hint where you'd like to go and I'll get cracking.”


    This would have been a good time to say something lovey-dovish to Ray, something along the lines of how glad I was he was in my life. Too bad I was distracted by Alvin, who had turned on the hazard lights instead of the windshield wipers.


    “Thanks, Ray.”


    My neck jerked back as Alvin accelerated out of the lot, tossing ten dollars at the attendant.


    After another pause, Ray said, “You're welcome.”


    “Talk to you later, then,” I said.


    “Yup.”


    
      * * *
    


    In the apartment foyer, I shook my wet hair and jabbed the bell for Mrs. Parnell's unit repeatedly and without luck. Alvin and I both had keys to Mrs. Parnell's apartment, although I'd had to turn in my building key when I'd vacated against my will, and Alvin was too rattled to remember where his was. I buzzed a few other apartments at random. That usually worked. Not this time. The building management was on a security campaign, and it seemed to be working.


    Normally, I would think security was a good thing. Tonight it was a damned nuisance. To make matters worse, my grouchy former neighbour pushed past us as we were making a desperate attempt to gain access. I was pretty sure that jerk was the reason I no longer lived in this building. Some people have no understanding of a dog's need to bark from time to time. I dug deep into my politeness reserves to get the right tone and called after him. “You know me, I was your next-door neighbour. I need to get in to check on Mrs. Parnell. She's your neighbour on the other side of the hallway in 1608. She's supposed to be in the hospital and…”


    I was talking to the closed door by this time.


    Alvin gasped. “Can you believe that guy? What is our society coming to?”


    “You tell me,” I snarled and went back to jabbing Mrs. Parnell's bell and the Super's. Without result.


    “Are we wasting time here?” I said, “Maybe she's not even home yet. Maybe she's confused and wandering.”


    “Or, she is home, and she doesn't want us to see her.”


    “Don't even think that,” I said.


    “Here's our chance,” Alvin said. He took advantage of a nice girl who was leaving the building and grabbed the door before it closed.


    The elevator took about a year to get to the sixteenth floor.


    Alvin and I careened into each other getting out of the elevator, and we thundered down the corridor. We almost knocked over a somewhat startled man who was heading for the elevator balancing a hefty cardboard box. This guy's suit was already rumpled, and it looked like he was going to collapse before he got to the elevator.


    “Oops, sorry,” Alvin said.


    “It's all right,” the guy said in a wobbly voice, as the down elevator dinged.


    I didn't have time to worry about innocent bystanders.


    “Okay,” I said, as we reached her apartment, “if she's not here, we have to contact the Super, so that he can keep an eye out, and let us know if she shows up.”


    “The Super's not answering. And if she's not here, where could she be?” Alvin looked a bit more wild-eyed than usual.


    We both stopped abruptly. The door to 1608 stood open.


    “Oh,” said Alvin.


    “Great,” I said. “She's home.”


    “Violet!” Alvin barrelled through the door.


    No answer.


    “Violet?”


    “Mrs. P.?”


    Lester and Pierre, Mrs. Parnell's evil peach-faced lovebirds, screamed. Mrs. Parnell's place is neat, state of the art and minimalist. High-end stereo equipment and the latest in television, don't ask me brand names. The furniture was simple: black leather sofa and two chairs. Brushed chrome and glass coffee table and end table. Euro style lamps. There is a complete absence of doilies, knickknacks or clutter.


    “Lord thundering Jesus,” Alvin said. “Was there a tornado here? Her CDs are all over the floor. And look at the books!”


    I stepped toward the bedroom, my heart beating. “Mrs. P.? It's me, Camilla.”


    Alvin said, “And me.”


    “Silence implies consent.” I strode through the door.


    Nothing. And no one. The bed was made, military style. Aside from that, Mrs. Parnell's room looked like the contents had been dumped from an airplane.


    “What happened here?” Alvin said.


    I shook my head. “A burglar?”


    “The stereo's still in the living room, and so is her new plasma TV.” Alvin said. “Burglars love electronics. You should know that, you had enough clients who were burglars.”


    “Maybe we interrupted one.”


    Alvin mouthed, “Maybe he's still here.”


    “He'd have to be in the bathroom,” I mouthed back and pointed.


    “Or under the bed,” Alvin gestured.


    “Or in the closet.”


    “Behind the drapes.”


    “Cornered,” I whispered.


    “Whoops.”


    Alvin armed himself with the standing lamp, and I picked up a small metal chair. With his free hand, Alvin yanked open the bathroom door. I raised the chair over my head.


    Alvin shook his head.


    No one there. Somebody had emptied the medicine cabinet though, scattering toiletries into the sink and onto the floor. I reached over and whipped open the shower curtain. There was a crunch as I stepped on an empty container.


    “Closet,” I mouthed.


    No one in the closet either. A few items hanging. A couple of hangers lay on the floor. Together we checked behind all the drapes. As a last resort, I dropped to my knees and peered under the bed. I scanned the room again, trying to make sense of things. A large red suitcase lay in the middle of the bedroom floor, unzipped and open, with clothing strewn over it.


    “Violet has a set of this luggage,” Alvin said. “She just got it. We were thinking of taking some trips.”


    My mind boggled.


    He said, “There was a carry-on, with wheels, and a little toiletries case too. It had a place to hang her cane. The two cases hooked together, and they were lightweight, so that she could handle them. Although I would have helped her.”


    I said, “Well, there's only one here now.”


    Alvin checked my facts by peering into the closet.


    I said, “Do you think a burglar would steal suitcases?”


    “He could use them to stash stuff.”


    “Nothing's missing.”


    “Like you said, maybe he got interrupted.”


    “By us. Or by Mrs. P.”


    “But she's not here,” Alvin said. “Do you think she even came home?”


    I pointed to the open door of the closet. “Isn't that her uniform, hanging up there?”


    “Ohmigod, she was wearing it when she went to the hospital.”


    “Right. And naturally, she must have worn it home. Obviously, she changed her clothes, and she hung up the uniform carefully. And then what?”


    “She must have changed.”


    “Obviously, Alvin. But what explains all this mess in the apartment?”


    Alvin swivelled around. “I still figure a burglar. I can smell his aftershave. Can you?”


    “What is it? Not Old Spice.”


    “Well, hardly. No, something contemporary. Hugo Boss maybe.”


    “Okay, so we smell aftershave, and Mrs. P.'s not here. Where did she go?”


    “Why would she go anywhere? She couldn't have been recovered from seeing the dead man.”


    “We'll leave the dead man out of it. Dead men don't wear aftershave.”


    “She's been kidnapped,” Alvin said


    “That's just ridiculous. Why would anybody kidnap her?”


    “I don't know. It doesn't matter why. Somebody must have. Expensive aftershave. There's a type. You know what? I think that guy we passed had it on.”


    “Let's keep cool. It's unlikely that she was kidnapped. This is Ottawa. And that guy we passed didn't have her. She probably just went out. She's independent. Maybe she had to pick up something.”


    Alvin was on his way to the kitchen this time, flinging open the door to the fridge.


    “There's food in here. Cheese. Bread. Wait a sec. Yeah. Lots of frozen sweet and sour chicken in the freezer too. Her fave.”


    I headed back to the living room and checked the small modern cabinet where Mrs. P. keeps her Harvey's Bristol Cream. Three bottles stood waiting. A full carton of Benson & Hedges sat near the bottles.


    “It wasn't a trip to fetch booze or cigarettes. What else could it be?”


    Alvin loped back to the kitchen and flung open a door. “There's lots of bird seed. And it looks like she just fed them.”


    “No need to panic. We should think logically.”


    “If there were kidnappers, they must have had a van,” Alvin poked his head around the corner.


    “Why on earth would anyone kidnap Mrs. Parnell?”


    “Maybe she knew something that…”


    “Forget it. Let's operate on the principal that she simply went out, Alvin. Like anyone would do on any normal day.”


    Alvin's beady eyes watered. He put his hand in his leather jacket and pulled out the book. Another storm on the voyage to self-discovery.


    We both turned our eyes to the clock.


    “Okay, so it's after nine. Most stores will be closed. What's she doing out at this time of night? She'd hardly go to a concert in her state.”


    “We should have asked the doctor exactly when she left the hospital,” Alvin said.


    “I don't think he knew. He seemed quite shocked when he figured it out. Remember? We were hanging around when she was long gone.”


    “It's not like Violet to be inconsiderate, even if she did leave us sitting there in those miserable plastic chairs. Why would she do that?”


    “Let's chalk it up to shock.” I didn't want to suggest dementia. I couldn't bear the thought of Mrs. Parnell, sharp as a tack, as cunning as any field commander, slipping into nightmarish confusion.


    Alvin said, “Probably she didn't realize we were there.”


    I said, “More likely, she thought we'd object to her leaving the hospital.”


    “But why did she need to leave in the first place?”


    “That's the question, isn't it, Alvin? What? What's the matter?”


    “Wait a minute. How did she get home? Her car's here.”


    “Her car's here?”


    “Yeah. Someone picked her up to go to the meeting point for the march. A volunteer.”


    “What are you waiting for?”


    Three minutes later, our elevator reached the garage level, and we walked briskly toward Mrs. P.'s parking spot.


    “Holy shit,” Alvin said.


    “I'll second that,” I said as we stared at the spot where Mrs. Parnell's new Volvo should have been.


    “Maybe the kidnappers took it,” Alvin said.


    “Are you residents?” a voice boomed behind us.


    I stared at an oversized, uniformed and unfamiliar security guard. “Not exactly,” I said. “We're looking for Mrs. Violet Parnell, Apt. 1608.”


    “Yeah, sure. Stay put,” he said. “Let's see what the cops have to say about that.”


    
      London, England

      March 14, 1942


      Dear Miss Wilkinson,


      It was a pleasure to meet you at the dance last night. I never imagined I would meet a Canadian girl over here in England. You certainly do have a way of putting your ideas across. I've never met a lady who could drive a truck before. If I had ever given such an unlikely circumstance a moment's thought, I never would have expected the same person to be charming and feminine and yet to have such strong opinions on politics and economics.


      I hope to have a chance to meet you again and to continue our discussion about the relative merits of Russian composers. I have quite a different take on this Shostakovich.


      I hope you will allow me to call you Violet.


      Sincerely,


      Walter Parnell

    

  


  
    Four


    “It's about time,” I said.


    Sgt. Conn McCracken, my brother-in-law, joined the crowd scene in the garage. The cast of this comedy was now made up of the security guard, two police constables, and the Super, who had finally shown up in his pajama tops and chinos with pajama bottoms peeping out at the ankles. He smelled ever so slightly of bubble bath.


    I'd never seen the two constables before. They seemed impressed by the arrival of a detective from Major Crimes.


    Alvin and I were the criminal centrepieces.


    Conn gave me a dirty look.


    “It's not my fault. I told you Mrs. Parnell disappeared. Vanished. The police should be looking for her, not wasting time pestering us merely because we don't happen to live here.”


    “Let's finish up this business of your trespassing in a building you were recently evicted from before we move on.”


    “What a crock,” I said. “Sure, they asked me to move out of my apartment. So what? I did. It was a misunderstanding about a fire alarm, which I never pulled, and a neighbour complaining about Gussie, which was just plain petty. No one ever said I couldn't come back to the building. So what's this trespassing crap?”


    Alvin said, “We had to go into Violet's apartment to see if she was there. It's like when the cops showed up here, they didn't even care about where Violet was. I don't know what society's coming to.”


    I spotted a small spasm in Conn's jaw. “Please, tell me you didn't go into someone's apartment when they weren't there.”


    “We didn't know she wasn't there. How could we?”


    Alvin said, “Hey, I bet it was that neighbour. He closed the door right in our faces. He probably went back to his apartment and looked on the monitor and spotted us coming and called security. He knows we're not burglars.”


    “Is that what happened? That jerk made a complaint again?” I said to the super, who was standing around looking useless.


    The Super blushed. “I felt bad, eh, you getting booted out like that. It wasn't me. I would have let you guys in if I'd known.”


    “No hard feelings, although you might consider answering your doorbell in the future.”


    Conn said, “Let's just get this settled. You were searching for your friend who disappeared from the hospital. You went to her apartment because you were afraid she was in trouble.”


    “We tried buzzing the Super.”


    “I was in the bathtub,” the Super said, pinkly.


    “That's unlawful entering,” the guard said. “I know that. I'm taking Law and Security at Algonquin.”


    I said. “Even though the door was open, I have a key to Mrs. Parnell's apartment, and that's the equivalent of permission to enter.” I didn't bother to mention I had a perfectly serviceable law degree and a license to practice.


    The guard puffed up his chest. “Yeah, well, the guy in 1603 said you weren't supposed to be in the building. That sounds unlawful to me.”


    Conn shrugged. “This is a whole lot of crap about nothing,” he said to the two constables.


    “It's something all right. Mrs. Parnell is not where she should be, and she's in rough shape. Her apartment's been trashed, and now her goddam car is gone. Something's wrong, and I want to know what the hell the police are going to do about it.”


    
      * * *
    


    “So the short answer is they're not doing much besides sitting on their hands,” I said.


    Ray Deveau said, “There's not much they can do. She's a functioning adult, and she can come and go as she pleases. I'm sure you're aware of that, what with your law degree and all.”


    “Go ahead, mock. I'm looking for support here.”


    I had to admit, Ray was in a pretty supportive mood when I called. He always was. I wish some of that would rub off on my other friends and relatives.


    “Something's wrong. I know it. Conn wasn't much help.”


    Ray sighed. “Okay, we'll talk about the vacation at a more opportune moment. Where are you calling from?”


    “Mrs. Parnell's place. I'm waiting here in case she comes back. Alvin's out driving around in the rain looking for her. We're taking turns. Is there any way to light a fire under the police? Couldn't they be on the lookout for her?”


    “It's a bit early for a BOLO. The problem is, not much time has elapsed since she took off. Lots of people would have still been lying on a gurney in the emergency room corridor. The cops just think you are overreacting.”


    “Come on, Ray. The hospital staff were talking about heart attack. Add to that the weird talk of dead men and the fact she skipped out of the hospital, deliberately giving us the slip.”


    “Camilla, you don't have to convince me.”


    “Then there's the fact that her apartment has obviously been turned over by someone searching for something.”


    “You said that the officers checked that out.”


    “They didn't think it was such a big deal, but they don't know her. Her apartment is always in perfect order, like a showroom. She loves her music. She'd never scatter her CDs on the floor.”


    “Here are a couple of tips. Never mind telling them how well you know the person and how they wouldn't do this or that. I'm a cop, and I hear that all the time about so-called missing persons who just want to get away from the same someone who knows them too well. It's not even midnight. No wonder they're not doing backflips.”


    “She should be in hospital, under medical observation.”


    “I understand. Trust me, if you want the police to do something, you have to use whatever turns their crank. Dementia or Alzheimer's is a hot button for the media. They'll put out a bulletin. People will watch for her. Someone will spot her and call in.”


    “She doesn't have dementia. The doctor said she was…”


    “Don't quote the doctor when you're talking to the cops.”


    “I get your point, but if Mrs. P. heard that, she'd have a fit. When there was a false bulletin out for me, I was really pissed off. And frankly nervous too.”


    Ray chuckled. “I heard you did some crazy things. Now you're asking for advice, and I'm giving it. If you play the dementia card, mention medication needed and inadequate clothing for weather conditions. That'll ratchet up interest.”


    “Maybe we can just allude to it. Say fears for her safety, that kind of thing. At the very least, they'll track the vehicle.” I had a flash vision of Mrs. Parnell giving the cops a run for their money in a high-speed chase. I bet her Volvo could outrun those Crown Vics.


    The next step seemed obvious, if unpleasant. Unfortunately, as a rule, your previous relationships with the police can have a big effect on how they treat you later on. I was all too aware of this. I got voicemail hell on the police line for routine enquiries. I struck out with 911.


    I saw no choice. I picked up the phone and dialled Conn's cellphone. Luckily, I knew exactly where Conn was. I asked him to make the appropriate contact at Headquarters. I said I was sorry if I was interrupting whatever he was doing at the time and requested that he not indicate I was the one calling during the family dinner. I made a point of mentioning that his own wife had introduced this dementia worry, and if he had a problem with it, he should take it up with Alexa later. Like that would happen.


    
      * * *
    


    Alvin stomped through the door, shook his wet ponytail and slumped on Mrs. P.'s black leather sofa.


    “Still nothing,” I said before he could ask.


    “I went by your place like you asked and fed and walked Gussie.”


    “Thanks, Alvin. I appreciate it.”


    “I fed the cat too. You think we should bring them over here?”


    I glanced at Lester and Pierre. “Bad idea.”


    “I thought you said that if the police put out a bulletin about Violet, that someone would call in.”


    “Ray thought if we claimed dementia, that might speed things up. No guarantees.”


    “Someone should have seen her.”


    “This is Mrs. Parnell. She probably doesn't want to be seen. Maybe she's wearing a hat or something.”


    “They had the license plate number of the Volvo.”


    “Alvin, I'm getting a headache. Let's find something to do here instead of fretting.”


    “There's nothing to do. We've already searched the place twice.”


    “Let's search it again. Maybe instead of looking for something, we should concentrate more on what isn't here.”


    “What do you mean?”


    “I mean, what did she take with her. We think she took the two small red suitcases, and we know she left her uniform. We should have thought of this before.”


    “We're rattled, Camilla,” Alvin said. He certainly looked rattled. The ponytail was damp and bedraggled, the earrings drooped, and he slouched, paler than dust.


    “Agreed. And we have a right to be. Now, let's get moving. Her walker's here.”


    “What do you think that means?”


    “I don't know what it means. Where is her cane?”


    Alvin zipped from room to room. “Nowhere,” he said. “It's gone. She's got two of them, and they're both gone.”


    “So, maybe she was going somewhere where the walker wouldn't be necessary.”


    “Or maybe it wouldn't be convenient. Or it might be too noticeable.”


    “Like where, Alvin?”


    “I don't know. A bus?”


    “Why would she take a bus? She has the car. Okay. We need some kind of focus. Let's assume she's not just randomly driving around to clear her head. Why would she go anywhere in the first place?”


    “And not to tell us where she was going, that's not like Violet.”


    “You're right, it isn't. So either she's behaving irrationally, or she had a plan we don't know about and chose not to involve us.”


    “I hate both those options,” Alvin said.


    “Me too, but I think we have to face facts.”


    “What if someone took her away?”


    I felt a headache coming on. “We have no reason to believe that someone took her. Do you really think that Mrs. P. would just go off with someone without putting up a fight?”


    “She wouldn't.”


    “That's right. Now look around you.”


    Alvin narrowed his eyes and scanned the room.


    “Do you see any signs of a fight?”


    “I see mess. Remember we thought it was a burglar?”


    “No signs of a struggle, right? No chairs knocked over, no stuff broken, no phone off the hook? This is Mrs. P. She wouldn't go quietly.”


    “Maybe he had a gun.”


    “All right, before we explore the gun theory, let's work through the other much more likely reasons. First, that she was not thinking normally. What evidence do we have of that?”


    “Just the conversation with the dead guy.”


    “Exactly.”


    “Your sister said that probably means dementia. That's got me all nerved up.”


    “We were with Mrs. Parnell. She was upset, not demented.”


    “Yeah, but she was troubled.”


    “Deeply disturbed. Definitely rational, as usual.”


    Alvin seemed to take some comfort in this.


    I said, “So let's assume that she is her normal self, even if upset enough to give us the slip in the hospital. If she's gone somewhere under her own steam, the question is, why would she leave here in such a hurry?”


    “To find something out? Information.”


    “She's a whiz on that computer. She can surf the net as well as you can, and she's way better than me. I think if she just wanted information, she'd do it here on her own.”


    Alvin furrowed his brow. “True, I guess.”


    “She took suitcases, Alvin. Kidnappers wouldn't take suitcases. I think she's headed out of town, under her own steam and with some kind of plan we aren't privy to.”


    Alvin dragged himself into the bedroom and stared at the large, red unzipped suitcase in the middle of the floor. I followed.


    Alvin said, “Maybe she had something hidden in the suitcases. Maybe that's what the burglar was looking for. Or the kidnappers. Although it doesn't look like it had anything in it.”


    I agreed, although to be fair, we were grasping at straws here.


    He said, “It's hard to know what's missing if you don't know what was there in the first place. I have no idea what Violet kept in her suitcases.”


    “Me neither. You raise a good point, Alvin. Something is missing. Something's not quite right. Look around. What do we not see that we should see?”


    His eyes misted. “I don't know.”


    “We'll figure it out. Stay calm, that's our main tactic.”


    Alvin sniffed noisily. “If you can call it a tactic.”


    “It's what we have.”


    Minutes later, back in the living room, while I stood staring at the CD cases with my mind a perfect blank, Alvin said, “That's it!”


    “What?”


    “The photos!”


    “Oh, right. Her war photos. Where are they?”


    We both pivoted around.


    Alvin said, “Do you think she just moved them?”


    “They're always right here on the bookcase, place of honour,” I said.


    “Maybe she was looking at them before the ceremony. Perhaps she wanted to honour her old friends, and she just put them down somewhere. Let's take a look.”


    It doesn't take all that long to comb through a one-bedroom apartment, particularly if you've already checked it out several times within the hour.


    “Not here,” Alvin said.


    “Okay,” I said, “thinking strategically, which Mrs. Parnell would want us to do, there's probably some connection with those photos and her departure.”


    “Sounds good,” said Alvin. “What do you think it is?”


    “No idea. We have to start somewhere. It's better to be off-base than to sit staring at our navels.”


    “So maybe she went to see someone in the photo?”


    “Yes. Let's operate on that principle.”


    “You're starting to talk like Violet,” Alvin said. “What's that about?”


    “I don't know. Back to business. Let's start with what we've almost got. Who was in those photographs?” I closed my eyes and tried to imagine them.


    “There was one of her husband. Two actually,” Alvin said. “There was another photo of some people in Canadian uniforms overseas, maybe in England. She never talked about them, though. I asked her once, and she changed the subject. She likes talking about the war, although it made her sad, I think, to talk about the people in the photos.”


    “I imagine that some of the boys in uniform never made it back from the war.”


    “Her husband came back, but he didn't live all that long after,” said Alvin. “She doesn't talk about him either.”


    “She talked to me once about being widowed and trying to move on with one's life. She was trying to help me, I think.” I didn't mention that a large quantity of Bristol Cream had preceded the discussion.


    Alvin said, “Okay, we still don't have much to go on.”


    “Hold on. Back to the photos. Either the person who broke in here took them, or Mrs. P. did.”


    “Who would leave electronics and take photos?”


    “Good point,” I said nicely. “We have to assume it was Mrs. P. Let's suppose she was going to see someone who was in the photo, and she just wanted it with her to show them.”


    “We still don't know who she was going to see.”


    “Right, so if we had even one clue as to who the people were, we could contact them to see if they've heard from her.”


    Alvin said, “She grew up in Chesterton, down past Kingston. Is that any help? I guess not, after all these years.”


    I slapped my forehead. “Of course, her address book. What is the matter with us?”


    Alvin said, “There's nothing wrong with me. I already thought of that. Violet keeps her address book by the phone. There's no sign of it.”


    “She must have taken it with her.”


    I narrowly avoided being knocked over by Alvin as he sprinted to the phone. “Last call redial!” he yelled, as he picked up the receiver. “Remember when Violet used that to find you when you were in trouble?”


    “I do.” It hadn't been the only time she'd used technology to save me.


    “Oh.” Alvin's face fell. “It's my number.”


    “Check the Caller ID to see if anyone has called her.”


    Alvin clicked away. “You. Me. You. Me. You. Me. Me. Me. And you. It's only us for the last twenty-five calls.”


    “Crap,” I said.


    “Agreed.”


    “Hey wait, the telephone book is sitting right there. Doesn't she keep that on the shelf as a rule?”


    “She does,” Alvin said. “She must have been looking up a number.”


    I flipped it open to see if any pages were marked or dog-eared. I checked on the tops of pages to see if she'd written anything. It was Alvin's turn to pace, while I worked my way through it. No luck.


    “Face it, Alvin. We're stumped. Okay, what else can we do?”


    Alvin slipped into the black chair. “We can't give up on Violet that easily.”


    “I'm not suggesting we give up. We can't stay stumped forever. So what would Mrs. P. do now?”


    “Soldier on,” Alvin said.


    “Exactly.”


    “Sometimes older people keep stuff in drawers or chests just to protect it or keep it safe. Not that I think of Violet as an older person. With my grandmother, the more important it was, the deeper it was buried. Her china tea set that I have, you know the one, well, it was in a box on the top shelf of her closet, wrapped in paper. It was her most precious possession.”


    “My father's like that with his medals. So let's go through everything. I'll start with the dresser drawers. You take the closets.”


    Alvin stopped and said, “You think we're violating her privacy?”


    “Like they say, Alvin, forgiveness is easier than permission.”


    “I like that.”


    I pulled open the first drawer and frowned. “Looks like someone already went through them. I don't think Mrs. P. kept everything in a jumble. I can't tell what's missing. All Mrs. Parnell's clothes are shades of khaki or taupe. They all look alike.”


    Alvin stuck his head out of the closet. “Let me check.”


    “This feels weird. What if she marches through the door with a smouldering Benson & Hedges and a tumbler full of Harvey's and says what the devil are you doing pawing through my belongings?”


    Alvin's eyes got misty. “That would be the absolute best thing that could happen.”


    “Right. Okay, let's think. Did she pack before the burglar or after?”


    “Before,” Alvin said. “She learned in the army that it takes less time to do something right than to rush through it. She would have straightened up her apartment if she'd come here after him. She wouldn't leave her place like this.”


    “Good point. Did she know someone would break in? How could she?”


    Alvin stepped down from the step stool he was standing on. “I don't know. Lord thundering Jesus, Camilla, I just thought of something. Where are her laptop and digital camera? Do you think the burglar made off with them?”


    “Or she took them herself.”


    Alvin said, “Unless they're with the stuff she sent over to my place yesterday.”


    I did not yell. “What stuff she sent to your place?”


    “Just a box. She asked me to take it home and not to disturb the contents.”


    I took a deep, soothing breath. “Did that seem strange? With all the empty space Mrs. P. has?”


    “She's my friend, so I was glad to do her a favour without being nosy. You would have done it too, no questions asked. So just don't start with me.”


    “Use your brain, Alvin. She didn't want someone to find it.”


    Alvin goggled. “That means she knew it might happen.”


    “Exactly. Let's go get the box, Alvin.”


    “What if we bring it back and whoever broke in is watching?”


    “Now that's just plain…” I stared at Alvin. “The guy in the hall.”


    “The innocent bystander,” Alvin said.


    I kicked the leather chair. “He was coming right down this hallway, carrying a goddam box. I never even gave it a moment's thought.”


    “Yeah, and his suit was all rumpled,” Alvin said.


    “Did you smell aftershave when he passed?”


    “Holy shit,” Alvin said. “He's the burglar! No wonder he looked like he was about to have a heart attack.”


    
      * * *
    


    Alvin lives in the tangle of narrow streets in old Hull, now called the Hull sector of the city of Gatineau. Downtown Hull had been off-limits when I was a teenager. With the seedy bar strip, the tangle of old streets, the availability of drugs and booze, it was no place for a nice Catholic girl from across the river in Ontario. Naturally, I've always liked it. Alvin chooses to live there, finding a campy charm in the area. No one could have followed us, as we looped around the old streets, changing direction every time we went over a hill. We gave it one extra whirl before we parked behind Alvin's latest apartment.


    “I'll stay here, in case he comes by and spots the car. Safer that way,” I said. I was avoiding any decorating innovations Alvin might have made to his apartment. Could be an autumn theme with crackling leaves, or maybe a simulation of Flanders Fields, with wall to wall poppies and a hidden bugler playing Taps around the clock. Whatever, I just wasn't up for it at the moment. “Bring the box, and we'll check it at my place. If we have to hide it, I have a zillion other boxes to throw someone off the scent.”


    
      * * *
    


    Half an hour later, we parked on Third Avenue in the Glebe and opened my front door. The house is new to me, as anyone could tell from the stacks of packing boxes from my apartment, the battered filing cabinets and the two government surplus desks from Justice for Victims which were squished into the living room. My old furniture was stacked on end in the hallway, so you had to inhale to get through. The living room was being converted to the new Justice for Victims office, which would solve my office eviction problem and keep me from rambling around in a house that had far more space than I needed. Since the upstairs was about the size of my former apartment, I planned to live there as soon as I got rid of the surplus furniture. I had a good, workable plan, but for a variety of reasons, I wasn't getting far. My favourite social activist, Elaine Ekstein, had located a battered women's shelter that needed the duplicate furniture, particularly the sofa stacked in the hallway, and the extra bed, chairs and dining room table. Too bad Elaine was at a women's issues conference in Australia, so that wouldn't happen until she got back.


    For the moment, Alvin and I perched on the sofa, tuning out the chaos around us and ogling an unassuming cardboard box, about the size of a toaster oven, which it had once contained. Gussie, the large and fragrant dog, who is with me temporarily until Alvin or one of the other Fergusons arranges a permanent home for him, was sitting on the floor between us. Mrs. Parnell's little calico cat, also a long-term visitor, paraded on the back of the sofa, her long, expressive tail swishing our necks. It would have been quite the homey scene if we hadn't both been so wrecked.


    “Go ahead, open it,” I said.


    “You open it.”


    “Fine.” I scissored through the duct tape sealing the box and pried back the flaps. I lifted out a couple of smaller boxes, shoeboxes as it turned out. None of the boxes was big enough to contain Mrs. Parnell's laptop. “She sent you her shoes?”


    Alvin lifted out the Rockport box from the top and lifted the lid. “Look at that. Letters. They're all tied up in bundles.”


    “Hey, they're still in their envelopes. Are they to Mrs. Parnell?”


    Alvin snatched one of the bundles and ruffled through it. “Stop breathing down my neck. These are addressed to Miss Violet Wilkinson. Looks like a woman's writing.”


    “1940,” I said. “That's incredible. The paper's all brown. And three cent stamps. Can you believe that?”


    “I like that King. He looks so sad,” Alvin said.


    “This batch is from 1944,” I said. “Different writing. Hang on, some are from 1945, too. And even later. Look, there's a few from the fifties.”


    “These here are typed,” Alvin said.


    Alvin opened another box. “These are 1942 and 1943. You can sure squeeze a lot of letters in one box.”


    “She kept these letters for more than sixty years,” I said. “Why would she hide them now?”


    “You think it's connected with this dead man she was talking about?”


    “Maybe something in these letters caused her to lose her grip.”


    “She didn't lose her grip, Camilla. Remember what the doctor said?”


    “I'm just trying to understand.”


    “Don't forget her place was tossed, and we did see that guy in the hallway.”


    “We don't know for sure that he's really connected. Anyway, we shouldn't get distracted. There's one box left. It looks like the one my Sorels came in. Remember when Mrs. P. gave me those boots? They probably saved my life.”


    “That's just one of about a million things she did for you,” Alvin said as he lifted the lid of the Sorel box. Silver frames gleamed at us. The photos were intact. Alvin lifted the first one out of the box, then the others and set them on the coffee table. Clusters of people in military uniforms stared back at us. There were two shots of the late Major Walter Parnell, and one of Mrs. P. in her CWAC uniform.


    “Violet told me those uniforms were considered really swell at the time.”


    I said, “Mr. Parnell wasn't bad looking, in an intense way. I'm not sure how I feel about the mustache.”


    “He sure doesn't look like a barrel of laughs,” Alvin said.


    “Who are these people?”


    “I've never seen this one before. This picture is not even framed.” Alvin sounded slightly miffed, as though Mrs. P. had been keeping secrets from him.


    In the black and white photo, three young men and three girls were clustered around a leafy oak tree in front of a brick house. By the look of their clothing, it was late nineteen thirties or early forties, summer. There were a couple more taken on the same day, same people.


    I squinted at the images. “I'd say it's small-town Ontario. See the pale brick on those buildings?”


    Alvin discreetly wiped his eye behind the cat's-eye glasses. “Hmmm. Violet looks great, doesn't she? I love the dress.”


    “Is that…? Oh my God, she does. She looks…”


    “Full of beans,” Alvin said.


    “I was going to say almost beautiful. And full of beans too, now that you mention it.”


    “She had a great figure. And the hair is definitely retro.”


    I said, “How the hell did they do those roll things? It must have been a lot of work.”


    “You know what, Camilla? Even though those other two girls are really pretty, the one you would notice and remember is Violet.”


    “Who are they? She never mentioned them to me.”


    “Me neither,” Alvin said, letting the miffedness creep into his voice again. “The little blonde looks like she could have been in movies, musical comedies. Get a load of the legs. I can see her dancing.”


    “You're right.”


    “The brunette is sort of regal. She looks like she'd be keeping everyone in line. You know the expression, ‘sucking lemons’?”


    “Maybe the sun's just in her eyes. Get a load of those boys. They're so debonair,” I said. “The tall dark guy with the spiky hair has a bit of a lantern jaw, not like the chiselled chins on the fair-haired guys. They look like heroes.”


    “Or old movie stars, not smalltown boys. I love the trousers. You think they could get any higher on the waist? I can't believe dudes that age would dress like that. You can tell they're cool, though. It's all in the body language.” Alvin flipped the photo over. “It just gives a date. June 24, 1940.”


    “What else do we have?”


    “I can't believe Violet had these photos and never mentioned them. I love old photos. She knows that. Why wouldn't she ever show them to me?”


    “Maybe she didn't want to look back to that era.”


    “The letters might give us a clue.”


    “We can't read Mrs. Parnell's personal letters,” I gasped.


    “She'd understand.”


    “I would not understand if you found my letters and took it upon yourself to read them.”


    Alvin's eyes glittered. “Do you have a secret stash of letters, Camilla?”


    “Don't change the subject. These letters are private.”


    “You don't know that they're private if you haven't read them,” Alvin said.


    “You'll have to do better than that, Alvin.”


    “We have to.”


    “I just had a thought.”


    “What?” Alvin said suspiciously.


    “We didn't check her computer.”


    “I thought you didn't want to violate her privacy.”


    “She probably has an address book in it.”


    “Isn't that just as intrusive as reading these letters?”


    I ignored the comment. “These letters are more than sixty years old. Mrs. P. is on that computer every day. I don't know why we didn't go through that earlier. We must have been punch-drunk. Let's have a look at what she's been doing. Oh, don't sulk, Alvin.”


    “I'm not sulking. Why do you turn everything into an argument?”


    “We can check them in the morning. I can hardly keep my eyes open, and you must be bushed too. One of us should stay at Mrs. P.'s place, in case she shows up.”


    “I'll go over and crash on the sofa. I'll take the letters with me,” Alvin said.


    “Better leave them here, just in case our visitor comes back. And Alvin?”


    “What now?”


    “Be careful.”


    
      England

      March 21, 1942


      Dear Miss Wilkinson,


      I am very sorry if I have offended you. I did not realize that you were engaged to Sgt. Harrison Jones. I will, of course, cease writing to you immediately.


      I certainly do hope that you and Sgt. Jones will be very happy and that he realizes that he is indeed a fortunate man.


      Should we meet again, I do hope that your engagement would not preclude a discussion of music. I would like to change your mind about those Russian composers.


      Sincerely,


      Walter Parnell

    

  


  
    Five


    Lester and Pierre screamed in outrage when I arrived at Mrs. Parnell's on the morning of November 12. I chose not to comment that Alvin looked exhausted. He'd have to point out that I looked even worse. There was a good reason for that. I hadn't been able to sleep and had spent the time between three and five a.m. driving up and down the streets of Ottawa, hoping to catch sight of Mrs. P.'s Volvo.


    “Not a word from her.” Alvin said.


    “Any luck with the computer?” I said.


    “I've been through everything. Every file, every directory.”


    “Did you try her e-mail inbox?”


    He rolled his bleary eyes and headed back to the computer. “Well, of course I did. It's the first place I looked, and I've kept checking every half hour, in case she gets a message. It's empty, except for today's spam. But come over here. I want to show you her sent mail folder.”


    “Good thinking.”


    I peered over his shoulder as he clicked on the keys.


    “Take a look at that,” he said, pointing.


    “It's empty. That's weird,” I said. “Didn't she send you stuff all the time?”


    “She did. Maybe she liked to keep her system nice and clean. See? The deleted mail is empty too. She probably set it to empty automatically. Don't breathe down my neck, please.”


    “No need to be peevish, Alvin. What now?” I pulled over a chair and sat far enough away to keep Alvin happy.


    He said, still peevishly, “Why don't we read the letters?”


    “You know I don't feel comfortable about reading them. They're a last resort. Maybe you should feed the birds.”


    Alvin sniffed. “How about you do it?”


    “Because they're the spawn of the devil. Have you forgotten what happened the last time? You do it.”


    “In a minute. I forgot to check and see what websites Violet may have visited lately.”


    I resisted the urge to jump up and lean over his shoulder.


    “Hey, here's something. It's a website on war graves. She was in there yesterday.”


    “What else did she visit recently?”


    “Some veteran's stuff, sites on Canadian army regiments.”


    “Not too surprising around Remembrance Day.”


    Alvin jumped to his feet, rattling the computer table and shouting, “Jackpot.”


    “What? What?”


    “Expedia.ca and Travelocity.”


    “You're kidding. Travel sites? When was she checking those?”


    “Yesterday.”


    “Must have been after she left the hospital. That probably indicates her mind was clear. Oh, unless she was researching before the ceremonies.”


    Alvin nodded absently. “And take a look at this site—it has to do with the Italian campaign. Whoa, Violet's been busy.”


    “Back to the travel one. Does she have a folder for travel?”


    “I thought of that earlier. She doesn't seem to use folders. There's nothing about a booking anywhere. It's like she didn't want anyone to know what she was doing. She deliberately wiped out her sent e-mail messages and forgot about the history feature of her web searches.”


    “Let's concentrate. We'll figure out what else there could be. What about the printer?” I said.


    “Good thinking.”


    I got up and leaned over the printer. “Nothing in the tray. If she printed something, she must have taken it with her.”


    “The red light's on. Maybe there's a printer jam.”


    I flipped open the printer lid. “I hate printer jams, although I'm prepared to love this one, because something's stuck there.”


    “Just wait. This is a delicate operation. You know what you're like with equipment, Camilla. You don't want to break the printer.”


    “Sheesh. You sound like my sisters.”


    “Just don't rip the paper.”


    There was a slight tearing sound. “Fine, you do it,” I said.


    Alvin has weird, long, artistic fingers, perfect for disengaging paper. He flattened the scrunched sheet, getting plenty of ink on those artistic hands and on Mrs. Parnell's sleek computer desk.


    “What? What does it say? Hurry up.”


    He said. “It's part of a travel itinerary. That means she really did plan a trip.”


    “A trip? Where to?” I asked.


    “It doesn't say. It's just the top of the last page. Part of the itinerary number is there. Not enough to read.”


    “When you book online, they send you all kinds of confirmation e-mails.”


    Alvin said, “That must be why she deleted everything. She didn't want anyone to know where she was going.”


    “Exactly. Including us. She knows we'd check.”


    “That's bad.” Alvin said. “The only reason we know anything is because of this paper jam.”


    “Hey, wait a minute. It couldn't be an old one, could it? Just stuck in there?”


    “No way. Violet used that printer all the time. She would have cleared the jam the minute it happened. She's really good with equipment. She believes in keeping her stuff in top condition. She probably wouldn't have gotten ink all over her hands either.”


    “Wait a minute. Forget the computer. Let's check her paper recycling and the garbage.”


    Alvin loped into the kitchen while I took the bedroom and bath. “Empty,” he called out.


    “These are too. She did that on purpose, Alvin.”


    He said, “She's pretty crafty. She knows us.”


    “She's being strategic.” I didn't suggest that someone else might have emptied them. I wanted Alvin to be calm, since I wasn't.


    “Well, we can play that strategic game, too,” Alvin sniffed.


    “Exactly. She may be determined to give us the slip, but we can't let her get away with that.”


    “We're on the case,” Alvin said.


    I found myself pacing. “Okay. Where is she going to go? And when?”


    Alvin paced alongside me, his ponytail flicking from side to side. “Or has she already gone?”


    “No point in contacting the online booking service. They won't give out that kind of information. Too bad we don't have the entire itinerary number.”


    “The cops could find out. They must be able to get a warrant for something like that.”


    “We haven't had much luck with the police so far. I suppose it's worth a call anyway. We'll cross that bridge later. We have to go.”


    “Go where?” Alvin stopped in his tracks.


    “To the airport. She might just be sitting there now.”


    
      * * *
    


    I dropped Alvin off near the passenger exit and watched as he loped past the glass door of the garage and across the street to the airport entrance. I inched through the parking lot until I spotted the Volvo tucked almost out of sight behind a pillar near the exit. I whipped my Acura into a parking spot and got out. I put my hand on the hood of the Volvo. Cold. Our bird had flown.


    Half an hour later, Alvin and I were sure of one thing. Mrs. Parnell was not in the ladies’ rooms. Not in the waiting rooms. Not in the coffee shops, unless she'd gone through security. Even though we'd already called the police to report finding Mrs. P.'s Volvo, we were less than a hit with security. Even with all our talk of heart attacks, the ticket agents looked at us with suspicion when we described Mrs. Parnell. The officer made a note of our names and our alleged problem and made a phone call. No way were we getting through those gates to the other side.


    “You know, Alvin,” I said, as we headed home, “We're going to need a good picture of her.”


    
      * * *
    


    “I don't think it's quite so necessary for people to be so incredibly rude,” Alvin said, as we splashed through the latest downpour and back into my house, which I still couldn't think of as home. “We're not trying to violate anyone's privacy. We're trying to make sure Violet is all right. I thought they were supposed to be public servants.”


    “Nothing like an official with a rulebook to make you realize your place in society,” I said. “There was no way to get past security without a boarding pass. Oh, shit. How dumb was I?”


    “Sometimes you're pretty…I mean, why?” Alvin said.


    “Why didn't I just buy a ticket?”


    “To where?”


    “To anywhere.”


    “You didn't want to go anywhere…oh, right, I get it. With a ticket, you can get through security. Why didn't you?”


    “Because I just thought of it now.”


    Gussie turned circles with excitement as he greeted us. No wonder. I figured he'd missed a walk or two in all the confusion. I grabbed his leash and my hooded rain jacket and we headed out, leaving Alvin to come up with a next step.


    When we returned a short time later, a pot of hot orange pekoe was waiting, Mrs. Parnell's little cat had been fed, and a selection of dog treats was laid out for Gussie. By the time I got rid of my wet rain gear and dried Gussie's giant paws and sodden undercarriage, Alvin was fussing over the rumpled itinerary, trying to extract some information.


    “I have to do something,” he said. “It's not like the so-called police have offered any help. Nor has anybody else.”


    “We need more bodies working on this. I've been trying to think who could help us: everyone's out of town.”


    “What about that awful Mountie?”


    “Merv. He's on an international assignment, guarding some politico. Hush-hush.”


    “P. J. then. He's a reporter. Maybe he can get us something in the paper.”


    “He probably could, but P.J.'s in the States doing a follow-up feature on the U.S. election. I can't even reach him. I left a message with the news desk. They should get back to us.”


    Alvin said, “Elaine Ekstein? She's always willing to help us. She's a mover and a shaker. And she's fearless.”


    “Elaine's in Australia. And Robin's away at a wedding in Edmonton. That wipes out my friends.”


    “Maybe the other cop, Leonard Mombourquette.”


    “He took some additional leave without pay and went to Australia too.”


    Alvin said, “Australia? I knew there was something between those two.”


    I shuddered. “Don't hallucinate, Alvin. It's just a coincidence. That would be too bizarre to contemplate.”


    “So we're SOL?”


    “We have to rely on each other. Nobody wants to be in Ottawa in November. Of course, there's always my family.”


    “Let's not go there. They haven't been much help so far, even Conn. That reminds me, you got voicemail,” he said. “I didn't know your code.”


    “Just as well,” I snapped. “Voicemail is personal.”


    “What are you talking about? We just checked out Violet's voicemail, and her computer, and that's personal.”


    “I'm not an eighty-three year old missing woman, so you don't get to listen to my messages.” I should have said “any more”. For most of the time Alvin has been “working” for me, my messages have been neither private nor interesting, and Alvin has heard them, and frequently failed to pass them along. That was then. Now, Ray Deveau's current vacation fantasy was emphatically none of Alvin's business. I picked up the receiver, tapped in the code and listened. Alexa and Edwina had left snappish remarks requiring urgent callbacks. I pressed delete.


    Ray had left a very warm message, definitely not for Alvin's ears. I pressed 9 to save. I could listen to it again, a couple of times, at a better time.


    “Any luck?” Alvin interrupted.


    “Just my sisters,” I said, lying nicely. “You know what they're like.”


    The next message took me by surprise. I fumbled my tea cup, and the orange pekoe splattered my clothes.


    “Holy shit. Who is it?” Alvin said.


    “Ms. MacPhee? Violet Parnell here. By the time you get this, I will be off and away. Please do not come looking for me. I am sorry to have shaken you off in the hospital. However, there is a matter I urgently need to take care of. I realize it's all terribly melodramatic, and I beg your indulgence. In the meantime, I would appreciate it if you and Young Ferguson would look in on Lester and Pierre and see that they are taken care of. You know where the bird food is. They do enjoy watching a bit of television from time to time. Nature programs. Nothing with cats. Thank you for assisting me with this. I will make everything clear upon my return.”


    I flopped into the chair and pressed “1” to repeat the message. I pressed the receiver to Alvin's ear.


    “Listen to this, Alvin.”


    Alvin listened and paced.


    “What do you think?” I said, afterwards.


    “She sounds great. Like her regular self.” Behind the glasses, Alvin's eyes shone.


    “Yes,” I said. “She's perfectly lucid and logical. Except for one hitch: she's an eighty-three year old woman at risk for cardiac arrest. She knows she's taking a risk. She's intelligent and capable, and yet she lit out of here and won't tell us where to. Or why. There's definitely something wrong with that.”


    “It's great news, Camilla. She's alive! She's okay. Maybe it is none of our business,” Alvin said.


    “It's our business, all right. There's something wrong, or why wouldn't she tell us what it is, so that we wouldn't worry?”


    “She said she had to clear up a matter.”


    “And you tell me what happens with the three of us when we have to clear up a so-called matter?”


    “We help each other. We work together. Okay, I get your drift.”


    “We drop everything, and we do what we have to to help the other person.”


    Alvin scratched his head. “She thinks we want to stop her. Why would we do that?”


    “I don't know. She must have some compelling reason to keep us out of it.”


    “She's all about comradeship. She might be wanting to protect us. Keep us from being upset.”


    “I've thought of that. If she wants to protect us, then logically, there must be something we need to be protected from.”


    Alvin paled. “If we need to be protected, then it must be dangerous, and if it's dangerous, if we're not involved, then who's going to protect Violet?”


    “Exactly. There is another possibility.”


    “What?”


    “Maybe there's someone she wants to protect.”


    “You just said that. Oh, you mean, aside from us.”


    “Yes.”


    “Who could that be? Aside from us and your family, especially your father, and maybe the super, who does she see?”


    “No one. We're it. Except, what's new lately?”


    “Lord thundering Jesus. This dead guy!”


    “You got it, Alvin.”


    “So how do we go about finding him?”


    “I have no goddam idea.”


    
      * * *
    


    “Ray?”


    “Hmmm?”


    I have to admit, I got a little tingle at the way he said “hmmm”. This was hardly the right time for tingling.


    “Thanks for your call. Sorry to bug you at work. I need to know if you can find out what plane someone took to go somewhere.”


    “As queries go, Camilla, that's not the clearest I've ever heard. Try again.”


    “Mrs. P. has taken off.”


    “You mean she hasn't turned up yet?”


    “She called.”


    “Well, that's good.”


    “I don't think so. We believe she's involved in something dangerous. We have no idea where she went. We located her Volvo at the airport. If we could find out what plane she was on, we'd have a clue about her destination and it might save time.”


    “Dangerous?” A bit of his cop persona sneaked into his voice.


    “We think maybe.”


    “If it's dangerous, you shouldn't get involved. Does the word concussion ring a bell?”


    No point in getting him ticked off. “We'd make sure the police were informed, of course.”


    “Promise me you won't do anything foolhardy?”


    “Don't be silly, of course, I won't. So can you find out about the plane?”


    “I'll see what I can do. I'm surprised the Ottawa guys wouldn't help you out there. Oh, never mind.”


    
      * * *
    


    “We're doomed,” Alvin said, looking up as I put the phone down and walked back into my box-lined living room.


    “Wrong attitude, Alvin. Keep positive. What do you think Mrs. P. would do?”


    “I think she'd read those letters and see if there's anything there.”


    “I'm not so sure.”


    “Are you the same Camilla MacPhee who will break into people's apartments when it suits you?”


    “Never mind, I always have my reasons. This seems so much more personal and, really, I can't see how it's going to do any good. They're sixty years old. These letters must be important to Mrs. P., or she wouldn't have kept them. I feel uncomfortable reading private letters. Maybe that's my own hang-up as a result of having the world's most intrusive family.”


    I did not mention that I had many letters from my late husband, Paul. I didn't ever want some snoop eyeballing those. Ever.


    “I seem to remember you creeping through people's bedrooms while they were sleeping when you needed something,” Alvin said. “That's pretty private.”


    “Listen to me, Alvin. Let's try not to squabble all the time. We need to work together to find out what's she's up to. We waste energy on bickering. We have to work as a team.”


    Alvin's nose seemed more pointed than usual. His Adam's apple bobbed. “We've always been like this. Anyway, it's not really squabbling. It's just standing our ground. All right, if we have to, we can stop. I suppose. I'll agree to watch my tongue if we can read the letters.”


    Well, that didn't go the way I'd wanted. I sat scowling on the box with my arms folded trying to find another route.


    Alvin, on the other hand, was quite perky. “This has to do with the war. Remember those websites. Even though Violet always talks about the war, she never mentions her part in it, does she? I don't even know where she went.”


    “We know she was in the Canadian Women's Army Corps.”


    “Sure we know that. And we know she went overseas in 1941.”


    “She served in England. Working on trucks and things. She really enjoyed it, although she said it wasn't all that glamorous and exciting. Not like the guys who fought in Europe. She was proud to serve her country in her own small way, and it was a great adventure for a girl from small-town Ontario.”


    “Right, well, I didn't even get that much out of her. When she talked about the war, it was always Churchill or Montgomery or Patton. We don't know about the people in her life, not then, not now. And when we met her, there was no one. Not a relative, not a single friend. Right?”


    I had to agree.


    “See? We have no idea. These letters might tell us.”


    “Fine. We'll read the letters from her friends.”


    Alvin seemed satisfied with that. He was already riffling through the letters at high speed.


    “You sort,” I said, picking up the phone and dialling. “I'll call Conn and try to get some action going.”


    Alvin said, “Don't consider this squabbling—maybe you shouldn't tell him that you got the message from her saying that she's all right.”


    “Good point. I might forget to mention it.”


    “Hey look, this letter's from her husband. Captain Walter Parnell.” Alvin whipped the letter out of the envelope.


    “Not that one,” I said, stopping mid-dial.


    Conn, of course, was not at his desk. I left a message, not too snippy, and rejoined Alvin for damage control.


    
      Somewhere in Italy,

      October 5, 1943


      Darling Vi,


      Not a day goes by that I don't think about you. I would be much easier in my mind if you would confine yourself to tamer activities. I have enough on my mind without imagining you in an upturned truck, pinned down by enemy fire. Of course, I have known you all my life, so I realize you are not the kind of girl to stay home and knit socks. That reminds me, Hazel sent me a pair of socks that gave me blisters and a box of fudge that was just like cement. Heaven help her husband, if she ever finds one.


      Things are going as well as they can be here, given the circumstances. Can't complain. A lot of fine fellows haven't made it this far. I saw Perce when we were on leave. Sure wish it could have been you, instead. That fella sure has a way with the ladies. The English girls think he is the limit. Everyone loves a flyboy. They are all crazy about dancing, and he is something to watch on the dance floor. I can't imagine how we'll get him back home when this damn war's over. I imagine he'll set the world on fire. He's always been a lucky dog. You can keep the adventures, I think I might have seen more than enough of the world. I am looking forward to dancing with my own gal when we're together. I know you love to jitterbug, but I keep remembering those waltzes.


      If I get back in one piece, I plan to stay on the ground. I got a letter from my Uncle Fred. He's promised me a place in his firm when I return. I am thinking I would like to try my hand at university, anyway. The government is promising to help out with education afterwards. I'd like your opinion on this, as it would mean a longer wait before we could be married. I sure don't want to wait much longer! Of course, we can keep dancing, even if it's just in our memories now.


      With all my heart,


      Your Harry

    

  


  
    Six


    “Not that one,” I said.


    “I'm just saying, Camilla. Calm yourself.”


    “What else have you got?”


    “Fine. Here's one from friends. Some from a Miss Betty Connaught, some from Miss Hazel Fellows. They all have Xs and Os on the envelopes. I found a lot from Captain Walter Parnell. Some say Major Parnell. I wonder why she doesn't talk about him much. I think she really loved him a lot.”


    “He's dead, Alvin. She probably has just compartmentalized those memories because they're painful.”


    Alvin's head jerked. “Like you did with your husband?”


    “Yes.”


    “Do you think he died in the war?”


    “No, it was later. I know that.”


    “You don't suppose…?”


    “Suppose what, Alvin? You can make a person crazy.” I hate the wounded look he gets on his face. “Okay, I'm sorry,” I said.


    Alvin said, “I wanted to say, since she's talking about dead men, maybe her husband was the guy she was talking about? He was important, and he's dead.”


    “I don't think so. She would have said ‘my husband’.”


    “Okay, look, here's another guy writing to her. Harrison Jones. Way to go, Violet.”


    “We'll stick with the girls, Alvin. Hang on, I have to answer the phone.”


    
      * * *
    


    Conn McCracken uttered a small yet accusatory sigh. He said, “I do care about the situation. Be reasonable. It takes awhile.”


    “It's serious. I think you should turn up the burner.”


    “Do you have to be such a pain in the ass about everything? We are taking it seriously, even though we're out on a limb because we don't have medical confirmation that Mrs. Parnell is not perfectly capable of making an informed decision about where to travel.”


    “I told you she might go into full cardiac arrest, and did I mention she had troubles with a dead man?”


    “Yeah, yeah. And you never exaggerate.”


    “I'm not exaggerating this time.”


    “No family member has contacted the police…”


    “She doesn't have any family, you know that perfectly well. Alvin and I are like her family.”


    “Nor do we have a doctor indicating that something's wrong.”


    “You want a doctor to confirm it? I'll get you a doctor.”


    “Listen. This takes time. We have to contact the airlines one by one and ask them if she was on the flight. Usually the airlines cooperate, but there are issues.”


    “We're stuck here, Conn. We can't go any further without a clue about where she went.”


    “Frankly, I'm out on a limb Camilla, because I don't know for sure anything is really wrong with Mrs. Parnell.”


    “Well, I do. And Alvin does. We saw her. We heard her. Something is very wrong with our friend. Just because we don't know exactly what the problem is doesn't make it any less real.”


    “I understand, and that's why I'm doing what you ask. I'm helping you. I have a pretty good idea what she means to you and what she's done for you. So try not to piss me off. Just this once.”


    “How many airlines did you talk to?”


    “Even though I have a full load of work, I personally contacted every airline that had a flight out of Ottawa last night.”


    “And?”


    “So far, no luck.”


    “She wasn't on a flight?”


    “Not so far. One of the airlines had a computer snag, and I'm waiting to hear back.”


    “Oh.”


    “When I hear, you'll hear. Count on it. Three or four hours.”


    “Thanks, Conn. I do know this was a big imposition.”


    Fine. Hang up. See if I care.


    Dr. Hasheem was unavailable when I contacted the hospital. I left a message on his voicemail asking if plane trips to unknown destinations would be harmful to Mrs. Parnell. Like I didn't know the answer to that.


    
      * * *
    


    Alvin grinned in triumph when I put down the phone.


    I met his grin with a frown. “No luck with the flight information.”


    “I've been lucky with the girlfriends’ letters,” Alvin said. “I don't think we have a big problem with private secrets or anything.”


    He held out a letter for me. “These two girls really wrote a lot, and she wrote back to them too. It's obvious that they know all about what she's doing in England.”


    “I guess people couldn't just pick up the phone and call long distance if they wanted a chat.”


    “Sounds like when she first went overseas, it came as a surprise to her girlfriends,” Alvin said. He stood up to make room on the sofa. I settled in. Gussie and Mrs. Parnell's cat got as close as they could.


    Alvin waved a letter in front of me. “This one's from Hazel. Just read it.” I capitulated.


    “That wasn't so bad, was it? You can't help smiling, can you?” Alvin said when I'd finished.


    “She seems so full of fun.”


    “The other friend is more serious. I guess it takes all kinds,” Alvin said.


    I held out my hand. “Okay, fine, let's see the rest. The ones with Canadian postmarks.”


    Alvin said, “So we have Hazel who stayed in Chesterton and Betty Connaught who went to Toronto. There was a bit of competition for Violet's friendship, I think. The letters are pretty upbeat, even though they talk about people dying overseas. I can't imagine that. Violet's fiancé didn't die, although I feel like killing him.”


    “You read his letter?”


    “It was an accident,” Alvin said, radiating innocence.


    Twenty minutes later, I had read enough of the letters to get a sense of Mrs. Parnell's life and friends. I had plenty to think about and lots of questions. I also had an idea.


    I said. “I hate to say it, but I think you were right. Conn may not come up with anything, but at least we have the names of people who knew her and cared about her. Maybe the men didn't come back. The women were in Canada. Why don't we try to track them down?”


    Alvin shot across the room to the Justice for Victims computer in its makeshift home on the dining table. “Canada411! My fave.”


    “Chances are that the women have changed their names; it's still worth a try. They'd be in their eighties. I wonder if they're alive, and if they are, how they'd react.”


    “Violet's in her eighties. If you called her about something like this, what would she do?”


    “She'd help. And she'd offer intelligent suggestions,” I said. “And strategic options.”


    Alvin's fingers danced on the keyboard. “No luck with Hazel Fellows anywhere in Ontario. “I'm on to Betty. That's too bad, there's no Betty Connaught. Or wait a minute, no, not even a B. Connaught.”


    “Try Elizabeth,” I said. “She might not still be Betty.”


    “I'm trying E. Connaught, anywhere in Ontario. They might already be in retirement homes, or even nursing homes.”


    I said, “Maybe their married names will show up in the letters. Oh come on, Gussie. It can't be time to go out again.”


    “My nose tells me it is,” Alvin said.


    When I returned, wiping off Gussie's paws and belly yet again, Alvin was doing a sprightly jig. His ponytail danced. If the light had been brighter, his nine visible earrings would have twinkled.


    “What did you get, Alvin?”


    “It's a list of E. Connaughts in Ontario. I printed it out from Canada411. There are none in Chesterton, so this is what we've got. You want to call them while I keep googling the rest?”


    “Yup.”


    I settled by the phone with a pen and the list. It's surprising how rude people can be when they get a call from someone they don't know. Is this what telemarketers have done to our society? I scratched through name after name. I may have written a few rude words in the margin of the list. All things come to an end. Thank heavens for name number nineteen. E.M. Connaught, conveniently located right in Ottawa.


    “Hello,” I said, tentatively. “May I speak to Elizabeth Connaught, please?”


    “This is she.”


    “My name is Camilla MacPhee, and I'm a friend of Violet Parnell's, and I am trying to reach some of her…”


    “Violet Parnell? You must have a wrong number. I am not acquainted with…oh, of course, Violet Wilkinson. I never think of her as Violet Parnell. She was always just Violet to us.”


    “That's the one,” I said.


    Alvin's hands poised on the keyboard. His eyebrows lifted in hope.


    “We were great friends in school back in Chesterton. I don't know how good a friend I've been since. I haven't even seen Vi since the forties.”


    “You knew her during the war, Ms. Connaught?”


    “Call me Betty, dear. I must ask, since this call comes out of the blue, is everything all right with Violet?”


    “Something strange happened yesterday, and it seems to have something to do with the war, although we don't know what. Do you mind helping us out?”


    “How can I help?”


    “I'm not really sure. Which probably sounds stupid. The point is she seems to have left town without telling any of us, although she should be in the hospital. It's not like her at all. You are one of the few names we have from her past, so I was hoping she might have contacted you after yesterday. She was talking about seeing dead men.”


    “I'd have been most surprised if Violet called me after all these years. I would have been thrilled to hear from her. You said she left town without telling you. I'm sorry, dear, I don't know about hallucinations. I do know wandering off is one of the big signs of Alzheimer's. Is she still compos mentis?”


    “Her mind is in better shape than mine.”


    “That's a relief. It would be a shame to have that happen to her, of all people. She was so clever.”


    “She still is, believe me. She had some kind of cardiac event, and we are worried it might get worse without medical help.”


    “At our age, these things happen. The last I heard, she married a Captain Walter Parnell and took up residence here in Ottawa. Poor Violet.”


    “I think she likes it here,” I said.


    “Yes, it's a lovely city. I enjoy it here very much, although it would have been much too prim and proper for Violet back in the fifties. I meant ‘poor Violet’ for marrying Walter. That came as a surprise. Of course, he died, not long after.”


    “Wasn't he good to her?”


    “Who?” Alvin said.


    “Shh,” I hissed.


    “I beg your pardon?” Betty said.


    “Not you, Ms. Connaught.”


    “Betty.”


    “Right. Betty. It's just someone on this end who is trying to interrupt. Another of Mrs. Parnell's friends. He has a low frustration point.”


    “Ah. How nice that Violet has such good friends. Now that I am no longer an educator, I suppose sometimes a low frustration point isn't all bad.”


    “Was there a problem with Major Parnell?” I said, not wishing to be distracted by Betty's career in education.


    “No. He was a gentleman always. Intelligent, kind.”


    “Fun?” I said.


    “Fun? No dear. No one ever could have accused Walter Parnell of being fun. Or even having fun, now that I think of it.”


    “She married him.”


    “She did. But of course, he wouldn't have been her first choice, dear.” Betty's voice sank to a whisper.


    “Right,” I said.


    “You could have knocked me over with a feather when I heard. Vi was the smartest, bravest, most adventurous girl I ever met. But that's war for you. People make bad decisions. Everyone feels there might not be a tomorrow. And for many, there wasn't.”


    I didn't want to get sidetracked. “Have you heard from her lately?”


    “No, not for years. You'll forgive me for saying so, dear, but Violet turned into quite a bitter person after her husband died. She certainly wasn't lucky in love. I don't believe she stayed in touch with anyone.”


    My mind switched to Mrs. P. when I first met her. She'd been nosy, argumentative, bitter and without friends, except for the super.


    Betty cleared her throat. “You'll have to excuse me. My nephew has just arrived. He makes such a fuss if I'm the slightest bit behind schedule. Do yourself a favour, dear, and hang on to your driver's license as long as you can. Give me your number, and I'll call you back later.”


    I spelled my name, repeated my number twice and threw in my cell for good measure. “Please call back,” I said. “I'd like you to think about who the dead man might have been.”


    Betty said, “He could have been anybody. At our age, dear, almost all of the men are dead. Certainly anyone that Vi and I knew. I will think about it. Oh, stop fussing, I said I'm coming. The doctor can wait two minutes for me for once. I've waited months to see him.”


    “Betty, one thing quickly, since we're already keeping the doctor waiting. Tell me about Mrs. Parnell's friend, Hazel Fellows. We couldn't find any trace of her.”


    “Oh, Hazel. Heavens. I suppose you might talk to her, although she's a bit of a scatterbrain. She was always a terrible gossip, and I shouldn't say this, but she wasn't always the most truthful person. Take everything she says with a grain of salt. I wouldn't like you to waste your time, dear.”


    “We'll keep that in mind.”


    “She brought Violet some grief. They had a serious falling out to do with Harrison Jones, I believe. I imagine Violet told you about him.”


    “Maybe not everything.” Or anything.


    “Harry was Violet's high school sweetheart. Everyone thought they would marry when he returned. They seemed so suited to each other.”


    “And did Hazel go out with him?”


    “No, no, Harry was much too fine a fellow for Hazel. She just wrote some things to him when he was overseas and ruined everything for Violet. He broke off the engagement. I wouldn't be surprised if that contributed to Violet pulling away from all her old friends. It won't be easy finding Hazel with all those husbands she's had. Married money each time, I imagine. I've lost track of her last names.”


    “And you have no idea where she might be?”


    “None. We really had nothing in common except for growing up in the same town.”


    “Any idea who might know?”


    “I don't want to disappoint you; she may not even be alive. She was such a wild and silly creature. I can't imagine her looking after herself too well.”


    “If you can suggest anyone else who might help, we'd really appreciate it, Betty.”


    “I will do my best, dear. I am coming,” she said. “Young people are so impatient.” I was glad I wasn't on the receiving end of that particular tone. “Please keep me informed about Violet. I'll get in touch with you later. Goodbye.”


    “We're in your debt,” I said to the dial tone.


    Alvin gripped my arm. “What's happening?”


    “Nothing. No damn luck at all.”


    “Oh. Well, at least you don't have to go through the letters again, Camilla. I googled Hazel Fellows and found a reference to Hazel Fellows Stiles Murphy Thurlow. In this article about balcony gardens.”


    “Great.”


    “I couldn't find the article.”


    “Damn.”


    “Have faith, Camilla. I found a H. S. M. Thurlow in Canada411, in Kingston. Here's the number. And this time, since we're a team, let me know what the person is saying.” He held out the number.


    I dialled and stood waiting, tapping my foot. “This whole thing is very frustrating. No answer, of course.”


    After a beep, a chirpy, happy voice said that Hazel would be back soon, and please leave a message.


    “Well, why didn't you leave a message?”


    “Because I am going to drive down there and find her. She's a gossip and a liar, with a tendency to change her name. She's still our best hope, because, face it, we don't have a goddam other thing to go on. I want to be able to look her straight in the eye.”


    “She's not home.”


    “She'll have to come back sometime. Anyway, I'm going crazy here. It's not like I have anything better to do. Conn said it would take a while. If her letters are anything to go by, I think I'm going to learn plenty from Miss Hazel Fellows.”


    “I'm coming with you.”


    “I have a job for you. Call forward Mrs. P.'s phone to your cell. You have Mrs. P.'s key. Head back over to the apartment. You weren't kicked out of the building, and most of the people on the sixteenth floor should recognize you after all these years. Talk to as many as you can. Find out if anyone saw her leave, or saw her talking to anybody. Whatever you can squeeze out of them will be good.”


    Alvin's leather shoulders slumped.


    “Don't sulk, Alvin. You'll get wrinkles. This is really important. Talk to the Super. He doesn't have a problem with you. They've got cameras all over the building. Ask him what happens to the surveillance tapes in the building.”


    “That's brilliant, Camilla. They have cameras everywhere, the stairwells. And the garage. I remember you always used to make faces at them.”


    “Try to get a look at that guy who passed us in the hall. You might find something else relevant. I hoped they're not dopey enough to just keep the tapes on a twenty-four hour loop or something. You can see why you want to get over there soon. We don't know even when she left.”


    “The camera could pin that down.”


    “Good thinking. See if you can get the Super to hand over the tapes.”


    “You think he'd do that?”


    “No, but it's worth a try. We have to get them somehow.”


    Alvin said. “Nudge nudge wink wink.”


    “I'm not suggesting anything illegal. Just making the point that we need those tapes. I'm heading out fast. I'll make sure Conn has my cell number. But just in case…”


    “I know. Answer the phone. And take notes.”


    
      * * *
    


    It's a nice enough drive from Ottawa to Kingston if you like the 401, with its big honking transports, and if chunks of Canadian shield are your thing. Despite my coffee cravings, I didn't let myself stop at Tim Hortons, and kept a steady 135 klics all the way. Luck was with me, and I saw no sign of the OPP. I hit downtown Kingston in well under two hours.


    The address I had for Hazel of the many names turned out to be an elegant condo on the waterfront. Large windows and balconies faced a million dollar view of Lake Ontario. I did not have a unit number, the sole shortcoming of Canada411.


    Never mind. Everyone knew who Hazel was. Soon I was lifting the brass knocker on unit ten.


    Perhaps my luck was turning.


    Hazel Fellows Stiles Murphy Thurlow answered her door. She was tiny, with the features of a china doll and soft apricot curls. She held an immense fluffy white cat, which didn't seem too pleased to be confined. She'd kept her trim figure, and the stretchy pale turquoise yoga suit with the white stripe down the sides showed her to advantage. It was hard to believe she was the same age as Mrs. P. She'd opened the door with such a look of expectation on her round pretty face that I felt a stab of distress. I managed a smile. The cat looked at me with contempt. I also positioned myself so that if she tried to close the door, my foot would be in it.


    “Of course, I remember Vi. Like it was yesterday.” The pretty round face fell. “That's the problem. I remember all the yesterdays perfectly. A heck of a lot better than I can remember the todays. Or the real yesterday, meaning Thursday. No matter what, I don't think I could ever forget Vi. Good grief, now what did you say your name was?”


    I hadn't. “Camilla MacPhee. I am a very good friend of hers.”


    “You're lucky then,” she said, with tears in her large blue eyes.


    I stepped into the condo unit and found myself staring past the furnishings. The window revealed the vast expanse of Lake Ontario. Spectacular didn't come close to describing it. Of course, I hadn't driven like a bat out of hell to stare at the scenery. The room had a Florida feel, peach walls, turquoise and pale peach furniture with overstuffed cushions, the kind you sink into and never want to leave. Three soft, unremarkable framed prints covered the walls. The cat went nicely with the colour-scheme, although it could easily be missed in the white-pile wall-to-wall carpet. I pegged the decor at 1990. That had obviously been a good year for Hazel. It had been for me too.


    Despite the summery decor, there was a fire in the fireplace. I've always wanted a fireplace, and this pale-cream surround, mantle and raised hearthstone seemed perfect. I wondered how Ray would look building a fire in it.


    I shook my head. I had business to accomplish, and I was being distracted. Mrs. Parnell would have told me not to lose sight of my target. I kept that in mind as I made myself comfortable. I glanced at the cluster of about two-dozen silver-framed photos, crowding the glass top of the console behind the sofa.


    The dominant feature was silver-haired men, although one bald gentleman beamed in a photo with a slightly younger Hazel. Three smiling couples in late middle-age. Two beautiful blonde girls smiled out in wedding pictures, a pair of babies stared at the camera in another shot. They were held by the same girls looking a few years older.


    Hazel beamed. “My husbands. They were just grand, all three of them. These are my first husband's children. This one's Val. She lives nearby, and she's awfully good to me. Well, a bit of a mother hen, when you get right down to it. You'd think I was a child. I might be eighty-three, but I still like my independence. You never know when romance will strike. And these gorgeous gals are my second husband's children and their children. And the new babies, aren't they the cutest? I am blessed. The kids all treat me like a queen.”


    “I think they're lucky to have you.”


    She clapped her hands together. “What a nice thing to say, sweetie. I like you. Let's have G & Ts! It's late enough.”


    “Not for me, thanks, I have a long drive ahead. If you don't mind answering a few questions, that would be helpful. I'm sure you're busy, and I don't want to take too much of your time.” My strategy was, get in, get info, get going, get home, and get some action out of the cops.


    “I'd offer you coffee or tea, although I'm not supposed to plug the kettle in, just in case I forget it. The nice thing about gin. You can drink it and not burn the place down.”


    “You have one then. I'll watch the kettle for me if you want,” I said.


    “Thank you, dear. I did buy one of those that shut off automatically. I just felt like company.”


    “I'll keep your G & T company in spirit, so to speak.”


    Hazel might have had memory failures, but she hadn't lost her touch with perfect buttery homemade shortbread, or with the mixing of G & Ts, judging by the taste of the cookies and the look of her drink.


    When we finally settled down, I took a good look at her. She could have passed for sixty. My sisters would have known if a cosmetic surgeon had helped with that. My guess was that her beautiful bone structure, crisp cheekbones, still clear jawline and lovely peachy skin were just good genes. And maybe, judging from the laughlines, knowing how to have a good time.


    “What can I tell you, sweetie?”


    “Have you heard from Mrs. Parnell lately?”


    “Who?”


    “I meant Vi.”


    “Right. Mrs. Parnell. Poor Walter Parnell. Poor Vi.” Hazel got a faraway look in her eyes. “So sad.”


    It wasn't the time for yet another critique of the man Mrs. P. had chosen to spend her life with, so I said, “Have you heard from her? A phone call?”


    “No. Well, I don't think so.” Her small shoulders sagged in her pretty sweater. “You know what they say? They say old age is not for sissies. For heaven's sake, what am I talking about? I have waited for so long to hear from Vi, I couldn't forget that. Ever!”


    “Right.”


    “I've never been a sissy, you know. I've been frivolous, but I'm no coward. I was never afraid to go after what I wanted. And now, it looks like I'll have to leave my lovely home one of these days because they're all afraid I'll burn it down. Or drown in the bathtub. I don't really want to end up in a warehouse with a bunch of decaying old corpses, you know. I've had a fun life; I'd like to go out on a high.”


    I raised my coffee cup. “I'm with you there, Hazel.”


    “Here's to living life, Camilla.” She raised the G & T.


    “And your friend, Vi, lives life to the fullest too. We're just afraid that something has…”


    “Who's we, sweetie?”


    “My assistant, Alvin Ferguson, and I. He was very keen to meet you, but he's busy checking around Ottawa for Mrs. Parnell.”


    “Nice that she has friends who are so interested in her. I remember hearing that, after Walter died, she kind of kept to herself. That would have been a shame.”


    “Were you in touch with her then?”


    She turned and stared through the window at the icy expanse of water. “I have to tell the truth. Vi and I had an awful falling out during the war, and we never got together again. I never met Walter. I just heard about him from other people. Even though Vi was my best friend, I never laid eyes on her after she left Chesterton.”


    “You would have spoken to her if she'd contacted you?”


    “With pleasure! I was heartbroken when she cut me dead. Sweetie, I've buried lovely husbands with less grief than that.”


    The woman was full of surprises.


    “The names we have from the past are you and Betty Connaught.”


    “Betty! Is she still around? Don't take anything she says seriously. Still bitchy, I imagine.”


    I thanked heavens that Alvin wasn't there, or he would have prompted Hazel for details. Old animosities between these women weren't going to advance my agenda.


    “What about men?” I said.


    “Men? They're like buses. There's always another one coming along shortly.”


    “Specifically, the men you both knew during the war,” I said when I'd stopped laughing.


    “The ones who came back, you mean?”


    “I don't know what I mean. Before she disappeared, Mrs. Parnell said, ‘I'm terribly troubled by a dead man.’ It seemed to be in a World War II context, and I have no idea of how to find out who she meant. That's why I came to you. Betty didn't know much.”


    “She wouldn't, would she? She wasn't exactly the type you'd confide in. Miss Goody-Two Shoes. Does she still look like she's been sucking prunes?”


    “We just spoke on the phone. She seemed nice enough and willing to be helpful.”


    “Oh, sweetie, now I feel mean. I shouldn't have said those things about her. She was pretty hard to take, even when we were girls. So preachy. Betty was all about duty. Vi was all about adventure. I was all about fun. I guess we all got the lives we wanted.”


    “I guess,” I said.


    My cellphone pealed out “Desperado”, proving once again that you should never leave Alvin alone with a piece of your equipment.


    “Sorry,” I said to Hazel, “I know this is rude. I have to take it in case they've found her.”


    “Go right ahead, sweetie. I'll just get you some more coffee. I see you've enjoyed the shortbread.”


    Was it my fault I'd missed a few meals? “Hello? That you, Conn?” Alvin's voice crackled over the receiver. “Camilla? They've found out where Violet's gone.”


    I jumped to my feet and shouted, “That's wonderful.”


    “Not really. Better get your butt back here. Fast.”


    
      14 Bridge Street

      Chesterton, Ontario

      May 30, 1944


      Dear Violet,


      Thank you for your lovely letter of condolence. I knew you were a special friend to Perce, as so many people were. I cannot believe that he will not be coming back. It does not surprise me that he died a hero's death trying to save his comrades. He was a very special person, and the most wonderful brother to me and son to my mother. I am able to bury myself in my teaching duties. However, I do not believe that Mother will recover from this terrible blow. She is a shadow of herself and rarely leaves her room. I have had to resign my teaching position in Toronto and return home to care for her. Now with the war finally winding down, and an Allied victory likely, it seems so unfair that Perce will not be coming back. He had such big plans.


      I am sorry to have to say this, Violet. You must send a note to Hazel to tell her not to spread rumours about you. She's writing to several boys overseas, saying you have lots of beaux, including a handsome officer. What nonsense! She knows perfectly well that you are engaged to Harrison Jones. What will his father think if he hears such rumours from some other boy's parents? The poor man is like a ghost anyway. Hazel has no idea of the value of a person's reputation. I know you will think Hazel means no harm, but I'm not so sure she's not motivated by jealousy. I gave her a good talking to, and I think you should mention it too! Where will she stop otherwise?


      This has been such a cruel, cruel war in so many ways.


      Sincerely,


      Betty

    

  


  
    Seven


    Hazel stopped in the doorway, her pink lipstick framing a hesitant, hopeful smile. I gave her a little wave.


    “Where is she now?” I said into the phone.


    “That's why you have to get your butt back here.”


    “Please, Alvin, give me a straight answer. Did you tell her we've been worried sick?”


    “We didn't talk to her. That's just it. If you'd let me…”


    “Well, did Conn talk to her?”


    “No. Let me finish. We're a team, remember?”


    I slumped back onto the sofa. “Has something happened to her?”


    “I don't know, because she's gone to friggin’ Italy.”


    “Italy!”


    “She flew to Milan from Toronto.”


    “You're kidding.”


    Hazel topped up her G & T and listened wide-eyed.


    “Can they have someone meet the plane and make sure she's okay?”


    “They can't.”


    “Why the hell not? Is that just more bureaucratic pigheadedness? I hope you told Conn to make sure they did that. You'd think after all these years in major crimes, he'd be able to make a sensible decision.”


    “Calm yourself. I'm the one who gets hysterical.”


    “Okay, I'm calm.”


    “They can't meet her, because the plane has already landed, and she's deplaned. They don't know where she is,” Alvin wailed.


    “I'm on my way.”


    Hazel stood up, wringing her tiny, manicured hands. “What on earth has happened to Vi?”


    “She's hopped a plane to Italy. Milan to be exact. She's gotten off the plane, and no one knows where she is.”


    Hazel managed a nervous smile. “Is that all? You had me scared to death, sweetie. I'd like to do that myself. Italy's a civilized country, and Vi's a sharp cookie. What are you carrying on about?”


    I shrugged into my rain jacket. “She's not acting like herself. The doctor is worried about a full-blown heart attack. She's going to have to watch to ensure she doesn't do herself any harm.”


    “Sweetie, when you get to our age, and you stare down the long corridor and see your future, you think about doing things while you can. Don't be a party pooper. Let Vi have her adventure.”


    “She can have all the adventures she wants. I just want her to be safe. And if she'd spoken directly to us, we wouldn't be so worried. Why would she go by herself? To Italy, of all places. All those hills, that can't be good for her.”


    “Vi has the right to make these decisions, even if you don't like them, or don't find them convenient. Tough bananas. Anyway, that's Vi. She joined the army without a moment's hesitation. We were all absolutely flabbergasted.”


    “This is more dangerous,” I said.


    “Hardly,” Hazel laughed. “At that time, Italy really was dangerous. A lot of our boys didn't come back from there. Including our friend, Perce. Now every wobbly old senior like me can stagger around snapping pictures and shouting at each other. I should know. I've been three times. The worst that can happen is that street urchins steal your passport.”


    I hesitated at the door. “What about this Harrison?”


    Her face clouded. “You mean Harry Jones? He was seriously wounded, it was terrible. He made it through the war though. He was something special, so handsome. Very fine character. Except, of course, he jilted Vi and stayed over there in England. It was a shame really. It was the only thing he ever did that wasn't just lovely. I suppose this English girl just knocked him off his feet. Love can take a person that way.”


    This love chat was another one of those digressions I didn't have time for. I had to get the hell home. “Is he still alive?”


    “I don't know. I never stayed in touch with him.” Hazel had two little pink spots on her cheeks. Guilt or G & Ts? No way to tell.


    “I hope you're right about Mrs. Parnell. Some people think we're overreacting.”


    She gave my hand a squeeze. “Vi is lucky to have a friend like you. Let me know what happens. I might not be able to ever sleep again otherwise. I'll help out any way I can.”


    “I'll call you,” I said. “Thanks for everything.”


    
      * * *
    


    A word of advice: if you are clocked by the OPP doing 145 klics on Highway 416, don't count on the fact that your elderly friend has disappeared in Italy to get you out of a two hundred and ninety-five dollar fine. The OPP officer might take unnecessary pleasure in pointing out you've just lost four points to boot. He might even smirk at the insurance implications.


    Life's like that.


    I burst through the door of my house, to be welcomed joyously by Gussie and the little calico cat. If you're ever feeling down about yourself, I recommend borrowing pets. Alvin might also have welcomed his returning team member, but he was too busy pacing.


    “It was bad enough when we didn't know where she was in Canada,” he bleated.


    “The message light is blinking,” I said.


    “Well, you refused to give me your code,” he sniffed. “Not really team spirit, Camilla.”


    I keyed in the code and heard Ray's voice.


    Beep. “Ray here. How does Costa Rica sound? Beaches, rainforests. I can get us a good deal. Listen, about tracking your Mrs. Parnell, I spoke to your brother-in-law, Conn. He said he got the info from the airlines. You probably already know she's in Italy. They'll track her down. Let me know as soon as she turns up, and I'll book our trip. And if you have to wait until she's in better shape, I'm good with that too.”


    Beep. “Dr. Hasheem here. I got your message. In my opinion, it would be extremely risky for your grandmother to fly anywhere, let alone overseas. She must not be under stress. In fact, she should be monitored in a cardiac unit. I can't imagine you would even consider air travel for her in her condition.”


    
      * * *
    


    Here's a practical suggestion: make sure you keep your passport up to date, in case you have to sprint for the first available flight to Italy. I had mine. Alvin didn't. That explained why he was fussing.


    My heart was still thundering since hearing the price of my return ticket. I needed one that was flexible in case I had to turn right around. You have to be prepared to pay for flexibility. Never mind. You can't take it with you. The first flight I could get was the next afternoon. Air Canada, connecting through Frankfurt on Lufthansa. When I saw the price, I figured it had to be business class. At least I could stretch out overnight. Silly me.


    “Look,” I said to Alvin for the fifth time, after I'd swallowed hard and booked my ticket online. “It's really a good thing. We need you here to talk to witnesses, try to track down her colleagues in CWAC, keep the lines of communication open, walk the dog, feed the cat and change the television channel for the lovebirds. It's a team effort. If you had your passport, you could go Italy, and I would stay here.” This was an outright lie. Alvin let it slide.


    “They bit me when I fed them. Ingrates. Look at that.” He held out a finger with two triangular bite marks.


    “Ouch. I know how you feel—the ticket is going to take a chunk out of my savings when the credit card bill comes in.” I had money in the bank, legally mine, even though I wasn't comfortable spending it, for complicated reasons. I didn't mention it, but at the rate I was spending, with no income coming in, I'd need a job that actually paid something one of these days. It didn't bear thinking about. I never really got the hang of taking orders from people. Legal aid work beckoned, if I wasn't careful. Of course, this wasn't the time to be careful. This was the time to find my friend. No expense spared.


    “I have a real physical injury, not a bite in the bank book. At least you have an account,” Alvin said, still extending his finger. “Fine, I'll do my best for the team. You go to Italy, you find out about Violet, and I'll stay here and be torn apart by small vicious birds.”


    And dragged though the rain and sleet by Gussie and maybe smothered by the calico cat, I thought. Instead, I said kindly, “Looks like that finger might get infected. You're way better here with Medicare.”


    “I hate being in Violet's apartment. It makes me too sad.”


    “Tell you what, bring the lovebirds to my place, Alvin. You can keep up with the Justice for Victims incoming mail, and you don't have to keep running from your place to mine to Mrs. P.'s. You'll be freer.”


    He sniffed. It's an unappealing sound, but you get used to it if you're around Alvin long enough. “Maybe if I can get the house settled a bit. It needs to be organized and decorated, and I'm very good at that.”


    “Please don't touch a single thing. I truly, deeply mean that. I'm still reeling from the Mikado theme in your latest apartment. By the way, what did the tapes turn up?”


    “What tapes?” Alvin said.


    I kept my voice nice and teamlike. “The security tapes from her building. The ones you went over to see.”


    “Right. I'm just distracted because I'm being abandoned here to do all the joe jobs, while you go waltzing through the great monuments of Italy. I studied that stuff, you know. I should be there with Violet. It's going to be totally wasted on you.”


    “I'm sure you're right,” I said. “And you should go. Start by getting your passport. When you do go to Italy, I hope it won't be under these circumstances. I won't be visiting galleries and cathedrals. I'll be searching for Mrs. P. Now let's think about those tapes. They could tell us about the guy with the box.”


    “First of all, there are no tapes.”


    “What do you mean, no tapes? They have all those cameras. What's that about?”


    “It's some kind of digital recording system. Goes right to the computer.”


    “Okay, that's no big deal. I thought you meant there was no record of who entered the building.”


    “The Super said he had to get permission from the building's management before he could show them. That would take time.”


    “Did he now.”


    I whipped out my cellphone and dialled. I'd spent many years in that building, and I knew the super's number by heart. I also knew what a wuss he was.


    “Camilla MacPhee here,” I said. “Look, I've got the press breathing down my neck. They've got wind of the fact that your building management won't let the family view the security tapes. How do you want to handle that?”


    The Super squeaked in alarm.


    I said, “You know what they're like. Hounds. They'll love the optics of ‘elderly woman missing while wealthy, corrupt landlords impede search’, that kind of thing. I'm no great lover of the building's owners, since I got turfed out of my apartment, so don't expect that I'll be standing up for them. I imagine you'll see the Citizen photographers showing up soon. What? Oh. I understand completely. I'm sure they are extremely busy people and really hard to get hold of. Of course, I'm a lawyer, and I do understand privacy issues. The media can be so unclear on them.”


    I smirked when I hung up. “I bet he hadn't even asked them yet. Let's give it an hour. He'll be putty in your hands, Alvin.”


    “I can't wait,” Alvin said. “Staring at empty staircases and deserted foyers for hours on end, that will be almost as good as seeing Michelangelo's David up close and personal.”


    “What would Mrs. P. say, Alvin? Stiff upper lip.”


    “Do you have a plan for Italy?” Alvin said.


    “Not yet.”


    “So you're just getting off the plane, and you'll just look around and scratch your head?”


    “Hardly. I'll be in touch, and we'll take it as it goes.”


    “Violet and I are really kindred spirits,” Alvin sniffed.


    “We really need someone here to keep a finger on the pulse. You can get cracking on finding some women she served with. You can get in touch with the Legion, Veterans Affairs, try to track them down. It can be part of your voyage of self-discovery.”


    “That reminds me, did you move my journal?”


    “Of course not.”


    “Well, I can't find it.”


    “It was by the phone when I called Betty and Hazel. Here it is, under this paper. Don't snatch, Alvin. I'll be happy to hand it to you.”


    “Look at that!”


    “What?”


    “I can't believe even you would do that, Camilla.”


    “Do what?”


    “Well, look at it. See what you did to the face on my notebook? You gave Margaret Trudeau wrinkles.”


    I squinted at the cover. “Can't say I know what you're talking about.”


    He sniffed, “See those lines. You stuck your papers on top of my notebook and wrote on them.”


    “All I did was scratch out the names of the people who weren't Betty and Hazel. I didn't think it would damage your book.” I didn't think it was such a big hairy deal, but in the interest of team spirit, I apologized. “Okay, I'm really sorry.”


    Alvin sniffed again.


    “Hey, maybe it's a good thing,” I said. “We didn't see any paper lying around at Mrs. P.'s, did we?”


    “No.”


    “Chances are, she wrote something down before she left, made a note of a flight or a time.”


    “Is this connected to my notebook?” Alvin said.


    “Definitely. We'd better check her books and magazines to see if we find indentations.”


    “That stuff only happens in the movies, Camilla.”


    “It just happened here.”


    “Violet doesn't keep magazines lying around. But you're right, I guess it wouldn't hurt to check.”


    “We'll drop in on the Super too. Take him by surprise.”


    
      * * *
    


    The Super was standing in the foyer when we got there, which sort of ruined the surprise. He buzzed us in and wrung his hands. “I'm waiting for a call back.”


    “No problem. We need to see Mrs. Parnell's apartment. We have a key.” I waved mine ostentatiously.


    “I'll go with you, just in case there's any issue about it later. And don't be taking it out on me because of management's attitude, Camilla. I got nothing against you. I never wanted to see you tossed out on your…”


    “It's history,” I said.


    “The phone book,” I whispered to Alvin when we arrived in the apartment. Something told me we wouldn't be getting out of the building with anything belonging to Mrs. Parnell as long as the Super was with us.


    “Roger, over and out,” Alvin whispered back.


    Naturally, there is no way to stash a phone book in your pocket. “You want to watch while I check the bedroom?” I said to the Super with what I hoped was a meaningful look at Alvin.


    “Sure thing. I can't believe she would leave her place like this,” the Super said, shaking his shiny head. “It was always so perfect, eh.”


    “She didn't. Someone burgled it, which is why we are waiting to see those tapes. Have the reporters been by yet?”


    He paled. “I left a message for the owners. They got lawyers too. In fact, I think they might be lawyers themselves. Don't quote me. Oh boy, somebody did a job in here too.”


    I stalled long enough for Alvin to check the phone book and any other magazines or books he found. There was nothing in the bedroom.


    “I wish I could have helped you stay in your apartment. The owners were pissed off about all the complaints about you. And the awful thing on the balcony a few years back. The false alarm in September was just the last straw.”


    “I didn't pull that fire alarm. Never mind, did these complaints come from different sources?”


    “You know that's confidential.”


    “Oh, right, I forgot. Privacy. Yeah, yeah. People can complain about me, but I can't know who they are.”


    “You can be a scary lady.”


    “Know what I think? I think all the complaints come from the guy in 1604. You got a whole bunch of complaints from one gold-plated jerk.”


    He paled. “You didn't hear that from me,” he said.


    “I owe you one.”


    “Ready, Camilla?” Alvin called. “We gotta get back and walk the dog.”


    I grinned at the super. “We'll check in soon to see what got caught on the cameras.”


    
      * * *
    


    We burst through the door of my place, and Alvin brandished the front cover of Mrs. Parnell's phone book. He slapped it on the table and covered it with a piece of printer paper. He scribbled over the paper with a pencil. I watched intently. It was just like being a kid with a puzzle from a cereal box. Words of a sort appeared. We read them out together, squinting. As far as we could tell, they said:


    Berli


    Pieve San Simone


    Montechiaro


    Alcielo


    “There's another one too,” Alvin said. “Maybe she didn't press as hard because it's hard to make out.”


    I squinted at it.


    “O-R-F?” I asked


    Alvin always likes the last word. “Not to squabble. I think it might be O-R-E.”


    “Let's make a list and check them all out. They sound like place names to me. And she is in Italy. Although with Mrs. P., that might prove to be a diversionary tactic. We'd better check them out anyway.”


    Alvin was already at the computer. “Lord thundering Jesus, the system's down.”


    “Crap. Keep trying, and I'll go pack. Who knows what we'll have to deal with tomorrow.”


    Gussie helped with my packing by flopping on the bed and sighing loudly. Some of the sighs were pretty stinky, so they may not have been actual sighs. Mrs. Parnell's cat helped by stretching out in the suitcase and licking her front paws. She varied this by also rolling languidly on the dark clothes I laid out and licking her back paws. Alvin helped by continuing to swear loudly at the online provider over the phone.


    I already had the print-out of my e-ticket in my new backpack style leather purse, black of course. My passport went in too. I dug through the boxes of books from my apartment and ferreted out my trusty old Italian phrase book and my favourite guidebook. I tossed them into the purse and added a notebook. So far so good.


    I am not the most fashionable person, as my sisters would be happy to tell you. I do not use an entire closet, so naturally I don't have a separate travel wardrobe. I sure didn't want to spend time seeking laundry facilities in Italy. Although the November weather in Italy would be more pleasant than Ottawa's, it could be cool. I decided to travel in my jeans, black sweater, new jean jacket and broken-in black running shoes, with a hooded raincoat for insurance. I dusted off my rolling carry-on luggage and packed black wool pants, my good black leather loafers and a charcoal blazer that was warm yet presentable. I squeezed in a long-sleeved turtleneck, three pairs of warm socks, a couple of T-shirts in case of warm weather, a toiletry kit and all the clean underwear in my drawer. None of my sisters would leave home without a little black dress and pashmina, neither of which I own. As a concession to their voices in my head, I added a red silk scarf, a Christmas gift from Edwina. The Christian Dior Graffiti Red lipstick Alexa had given me for my birthday went into the little black backpack. You never know when you have to look respectable for someone in authority. In Italy, appearance counts.


    My closet was almost bare, and I was good to go. Less than twenty minutes. Whatever I'd forgotten to pack, I'd just have to live without. It was too late at night to call Ray and tell him about the trip to Italy. Alvin gave up on the system and headed back to Mrs. Parnell's to keep the night watch. Just in case.


    It was late, and I was fried. Still, I stayed awake for a long time reading Mrs. Parnell's letters. What the hell was she up to?


    
      * * *
    


    After my morning coffee, I dragged Gussie off through the rain-soaked streets. I splashed home and made myself presentable. I didn't have a lot of time to spare before my three o'clock flight, and I didn't want to waste a minute. I was banking on the idea that a retired school principal would not be lying in bed on Saturday morning.


    I picked up Betty Connaught's address and Mrs. Parnell's photos, which I protected with bubble wrap and a plastic bag.


    Twenty minutes later, I pulled up in front of an imposing condo-style building on a fine old street in Sandy Hill. Luck was with me. Betty Connaught answered on the second ring. Five minutes later, I was sitting in her gracious living room.


    “I hope I'm not catching you too early,” I said.


    “Not at all. I've already been out walking for an hour,” she said, pointing to a walking stick. “Can't let the weather hold us back.”


    Betty was tall and spare, and she still conveyed an air of authority. Lines criss-crossed her face. Her cheekbones were strong, and her chin remarkably firm. She wore her silver hair in a sleek pageboy. The style suited her, as it probably had for fifty years. She wore smart-looking navy pants and a soft grey sweater set, almost certainly cashmere. She was so pale that I wondered if her visit to the doctor the day before had been for something serious. On the other hand, I had burst in on a Saturday morning before she'd put her lipstick on. Lipstick or no, there was no doubt she was the dark-haired girl in Mrs. Parnell's photo. She still had the dark eyebrows, and she used them to advantage. Her former students must have dreaded being sent to Miss Connaught's office.


    I was not a former student, and I'd had the advantage of growing up as the daughter of a high school principal. It has always come in handy.


    “A nice pot of tea will help us both on this miserable day,” she said. “Does Darjeeling suit you?”


    I like to use the time when people are playing host to examine their environments. My sisters would have given this one high marks. Betty owned lovely antiques, oriental rugs on polished floors, cream custom millwork shelving, silk draperies. Her walls were a soft celery shade which suited the soft faded greens and beautiful backlight of the large oil painting on the main wall. Fine, delicate watercolours hung in tasteful groupings. Alice Munro's latest book sat on the coffee table, keeping company with a National Gallery publication on Jean Paul Lemieux. The room even smelled elegant and old-worldly. From the kitchen, the CBC radio news was a soft burr in the background. Betty's life in retirement was pleasant, agreeable to the senses; she had a comfortable as well as an elegant home.


    I reminded myself to get those damn boxes unpacked when I got home. And slap a milk calendar up on the wall.


    Apparently Betty not only believed in tea, she believed in silver and in keeping it polished. She seemed worried and slightly distracted. It couldn't have been the antique silver tea service, because that was gleaming.


    “Well, dear. I'm sorry to say that I've been fretting about poor Violet since we spoke, was it just yesterday? I can't really think of anything to help. It's quite distressing.”


    “Believe me, I know.”


    “Of course, you're going through the same thing.”


    “Maybe you can help,” I said, accepting my tea in a Crown Derby cup. “Does the name Berli mean anything to you?”


    “Vardy? I think there's a doctor by that name.”


    “B–E–R–L–I. I think it sounds like ‘barely’. Mrs. Parnell, Violet, had written it down.”


    “It sounds Italian. Could it be a type of cheese? No, that's silly. This seems as though we're playing a trivia game, even though it's really quite serious. Anyway, food was never important to Violet.”


    “I thought it might be someone's name.”


    “Berli. I've never heard that name. We didn't know any Italians when we were girls. There weren't any in Chesterton. Even though my memory isn't as sharp as it used to be, I couldn't forget that. Of course, one meets Italians everywhere these days. I don't recall hearing of anyone named Berli in any connection.”


    “What about Pieve San Simone?”


    She shook her head.


    “Montechiaro?”


    “Monte Carlo. Of course, dear, who hasn't heard of that.”


    “No, this is Montechiaro. Or it might be Claro.”


    Betty frowned. “Perhaps it was a misprint.”


    “How about Alcielo? I think I'm pronouncing it right.”


    “I would have no idea how to pronounce it. I'm afraid I'm not much help to you.”


    “I thought it was worth asking. It looks like Mrs. P. has headed off to Italy.”


    “Italy? What, by herself? Didn't you tell me she's had some kind of a heart attack?”


    “Something like that.”


    “That's serious. She wouldn't want to find herself in a foreign country at the mercy of some other medical system.”


    We weren't the only people who thought this trip was a bad, bad idea. “I'm heading to Italy to find her. My assistant, Alvin, will be looking after things here. You can contact him if you think of anything that will help. And there's voicemail.”


    “Off to Italy to look for Violet? My heavens. Do you know Italy, dear?”


    “I've visited several times. I took a year off after I got my undergraduate degree and roamed around Europe. Italy was my favourite country. I even spent my honeymoon there.”


    “Do you think she's heading for one of those places you mentioned?”


    “Possibly. We're flying blind, really.”


    “Do you speak the language? It's not easy to make yourself understood, although I suppose most people speak some English.”


    “I've taken a course or two over the years. Before I go, I want to show you some pictures.” I slipped the photos from the bag.


    Good thing I hadn't whipped them out when I first got there. Betty Connaught was the last person I would have expected to dissolve into tears.


    “Forgive me,” she said, wiping her eyes. “It's just seeing this photo. Perce was killed in 1944. I have nothing left of him. He was the greatest loss of my life. I adored him.”


    “I am so sorry to bring this up,” I said.


    “Just let me pull myself together. You would think that after sixty-one years, I'd be able to talk about Perce. All right, your photo. I remember the day this was taken. Violet and I, and Hazel Fellows had just finished high school, although I'll never understand how Hazel got through. The boys were older. Look how devil-may-care they are.”


    “They're very handsome. Which one is this?”


    “That's Harry Jones. He was Perce's best friend. They enlisted together. And he was Violet's beau. Then something dreadful happened later in the war. He broke off his engagement to Violet and married someone else, and she married that Major Parnell, shortly after the war. He was a bit of a cold fish. I still can't think of her as Mrs. Parnell. Maybe if she'd married Harry, she wouldn't have shut everyone out of her life. Although, perhaps she had her reasons.”


    “And Harry Jones was injured, not killed, is that right?”


    “He made it, thank heavens. He married an English girl, Dorothea Brockbank. She was from a wealthy family, and he went into her family's business, something to do with furniture, I believe.”


    “You don't hold that against him? Breaking off the engagement and marrying someone else, just like that?”


    “I didn't. Of course not. I imagine it was hard on Violet, although she was such a strong girl. War can have a terrible impact. Harry was a wonderful boy. He'd been horribly injured. He'd seen so many friends die. He was vulnerable, and Dorothea was a lovely, gentle person.”


    “He didn't bring his wife back to Canada?”


    “She had family money, as I mentioned, and both her brothers died in France, I believe. Harry went on to run the family business. He did very well. I stayed in touch with him. I have tea at Brockbank Manor whenever I am in England. He's all I have left from my life in Chesterton. Harry had no reason to come back here. His father died while he was overseas. Another tragic family. I lost my own mother before the war was over, you know. I believe it was heartbreak in both cases. People have no idea what we all went through. I still think of my brother. Such a golden boy. This year, with the sixtieth anniversary of VE day, the war's all over the papers. I keep wondering what he would have been like. A grand old man! Such a waste.” She wiped her eyes again.


    I said, “Truly tragic. Do you think I could contact Harry Jones?”


    She stared at me. “Contact him?”


    “Yes, in England.”


    Her eyes brimmed again. “Oh, dear.”


    “Is he dead? I'm sorry.”


    “He's almost eighty-six now, although that's hard for me to imagine. He has advanced Parkinson's. He's very fragile and finds it hard to talk. He's in a nursing home, a very exclusive one, of course. Still, it's sad. I am bracing myself to get over to England for one last visit. It won't be easy to see him deteriorating. Harry was a wonderful, valiant fellow, the last of our boys. I always admired him. I'll just have to stiffen my spine and do it.”


    I had to admire the resilience of these women, Betty and Mrs. Parnell, and even Hazel. I sure hoped I had half their spirit when I hit my eighties. Maybe surviving a war helps.


    It was time to get moving. I pointed to the third young man in the picture, the tall, dark one with the long jaw and the lively hair. “And who is this person?”


    She squinted at it. “I wonder what he was doing there. He wasn't even from Chesterton. He was just passing through the area, footloose and fancy-free, and the boys met up with him. You can see that Hazel making eyes at him. I remember him flirting like mad with Violet. She used to tease him about being black Irish. You know that dark hair and the startling blue eyes.”


    “What happened to him?”


    “Isn't memory funny. His name was Guy Prendergast. He's a bit of an odd-looking duck, isn't he? At least compared to Perce and Harry. They were both so handsome and well-built. Elegant really. Anyway, I haven't thought about Guy Prendergast for years, although I found him strangely attractive at the time. Of course, he was RC, and mother would never have tolerated me seeing a Catholic boy. Just as well he only had eyes for Violet. I heard later that he died in the battle of Ortona. I seem to remember Perce writing me about it. I could be wrong about that. After Perce died, I often got confused about things. The death of someone you love so much can destroy your ability to concentrate.”


    Didn't I know it. I glanced at my watch. I had run out of time, and I felt bad that I'd upset Betty. At least I knew who was in the photo.


    
      * * *
    


    Back home, I kept a close eye on the time and gave Hazel another call. I wasn't sure she got up early, but I figured she'd have a peach or turquoise phone by her bedside. Hazel sounded very happy to hear from me.


    “Vi always liked a little nip, you know, maybe they're wines.” Hazel chuckled. “’Course, wine was never her first choice.”


    I imagined Hazel recumbent in a king-sized bed with a mountain of satin pillows behind her head, enjoying coffee with a little nip in it, while the white cat purred on the next pillow.


    “You don't recognize any of those names?”


    “Gosh, I don't think so, sweetie. Monte Cassino, Ortona, the Liri Valley, I remember those from the radio. A lot of Canadian boys died in places like that. I'll call you if anything happens in this silly old brain of mine.”


    “Thanks, Hazel.”


    “I'm a bit jealous, you know.”


    “Jealous?”


    “Well, sure, that Vi gallivanting all over Italy without a care in the world. Just like her. I'm glad she still has an adventure or two left in her. All I'm getting is Florida again this year. I can't say I'll mind getting out of Kingston. This cold rain is going to be the death of us.”


    “I'm surprised you're still up here.”


    “You have to be careful. You can't be away more than five months, or it affects your health coverage. Trust me, at my age, that matters.”


    “At mine too,” I said. “I owe you, Hazel. You just reminded me of something I have to do. Before I go, do you remember a fellow named Prendergast?”


    She paused. “Prendergast?”


    “Yes, he's in a photo with you and Betty and Mrs. Parnell. Harry Jones is in it and Perce Connaught.”


    “Really?”


    “Betty says it was just after you graduated. Maybe that same day?”


    She laughed, a lovely low throaty chuckle that gave you a clue what all those husbands had seen in her. “Harry and Perce, they were really something, weren't they?”


    “Yes.”


    “I'd forgotten that other fellow's name. Prendergast, that's not a name from our area. Dark hair. Long drink of water, right? Not too hard on the eyes.”


    “Right.”


    “Well, sweetie, I had such a terrible crush on Perce Connaught, although I wouldn't admit that to anyone at the time, even myself, that I didn't notice anyone else. It was totally unrequited. Perce could have had any girl he wanted.”


    “Betty remembered.”


    “She would. She didn't want me with her brother. She probably got the boys to bring Guy in as a distraction. Betty liked to run the show. I had to keep a step ahead of her.”


    “You never saw him again?”


    “They were all gone so soon after. Chesterton had nothing but old men and women and girls and little boys left. The war was awful. I cried for a month when Perce was killed. I bet Betty was glad I wouldn't end up in her family.


    “Better for me in the long run. Now I realize that Perce had such a big opinion of himself, didn't really care about anyone except Perce.”


    “Oops, look at the time,” I said. “Thanks, Hazel. Got to fly.”


    
      * * *
    


    “Jackpot, Camilla!” Alvin yelled, as he walked in the door waving a printout and a map. “I got tons of references. They're Italian towns all right. You're right. Berli's in the mountains south of Milan.”


    “Why would she bother to write that down?” I said.


    “I have no idea.”


    “Maybe the Canadians were there during the war.”


    “I don't know. Let's take a peek.” Alvin spread out the map of Italy and pointed.


    “Right.”


    “And, look, I found Montechiaro, Pieve San Simone and Alcielo. They're all in Tuscany.”


    “What about Ore?” I said. “Did you find that?”


    “Nothing. Nothing for Orf either. Maybe that's someone's name.”


    “Ore is the Italian word for hours. That doesn't help us, does it?”


    Alvin kept pecking at the keyboard. “Nope. I'm trying to find something about these towns that will link them in some way.”


    “You know what?” I smacked myself in the forehead.


    He glanced at me, eyes narrowed behind his glasses. “What?”


    “I'll need a car to visit these places.”


    “Are you sure you want to drive over there? I've heard about those Italian drivers. Can't you just take buses and trains?”


    “No way, if I'm heading to a bunch of mountain towns in different parts of the country. Are you turning into my sisters, Alvin?”


    “Remind me to laugh.”


    “I'm heading over to the CAA in Lincoln Fields to get my travel health insurance, an international driver's license and a couple of other things. I'll book a car through them. I know it's cheaper if you make your arrangements before you leave Canada. There's a currency exchange out there too.”


    “You have fun,” Alvin said. “I know, I know, someone has to stay here and work.”


    “By the way, I may as well take those letters to Italy. I'll have plenty of time on my hands, I can study them in more detail.”


    Alvin paled. “They're important to Violet. What if something happens, and you lose them?”


    “Relax. I'm not going to lose anything.”


    “Your luggage could go missing.”


    “What luggage? My little carry-on? My purse? Lighten up, Alvin. We have enough troubles without hallucinating new ones.”


    “Have it your way,” he said. “You're not getting the originals. I'll get you copies. And some copies of a picture of Violet. I should make a poster.”


    
      * * *
    


    I was well behind schedule when I got back home. I'd arranged for a car rental pick-up at the Milan airport, plus taken out health insurance, picked up a road guide and purchased stick-on Canadian flags, large enough to be noticed, for my carry-on. One major item remained. I straightened my spine, called Ray and spilled the beans.


    Ray said, “Where?”


    “Italy.”


    “Huh. Well, Italy's not actually on the list of the places we can get deals on.”


    “Okay, I feel like a crumb, but I have to find Mrs. P. No choice. We can take a vacation together when we're not facing a crisis.”


    “Don't know how to break it to you, Camilla: there hasn't been a crisis-free zone since I've known you. Unless you count the two months this fall when you were recovering from a concussion and couldn't get into any trouble. I was on sick leave. I guess that wasn't facing a crisis, because all the crises had already happened.”


    “We should have recovered in Mexico or something.”


    “Another missed opportunity.”


    “Come on, I'm sure we'll have nice uneventful trips. Think about it. This isn't the ideal circumstance for a relaxed holiday.”


    “Guess you got that right.”


    “I managed to get a seat on Air Canada, leaving this afternoon and connecting through Frankfurt. I get to Milan tomorrow morning. I should be at the airport already.”


    “You're leaving now? It's hard to keep up with you. I can't believe you planned an entire trip and called when you're leaving for the airport.”


    “Thanks, Ray, for understanding. You know I owe my life to her.”


    “Stay in touch and avoid situations.”


    “Don't worry.”


    “I won't be able to stop worrying. Do you have a plan for when you get there?”


    “I'm sure I will have.”


    “Dear God,” he said.


    “It will be a very good one. It's a long flight.”


    “I don't believe this.”


    “I appreciate your concern, Ray. We've already lost Mrs. P. What else could go wrong?”


    “About a million things.”


    “Hold that thought,” I said. “Gotta leave, or I'll never get through security in time.”


    
      14 Bridge Street

      Chesterton, Ontario

      September 23, 1944


      Dear Violet,


      I am so terribly sorry to hear about Harry's dreadful injuries. It is almost impossible to imagine this added tragedy so few months after Perce's death. They were like brothers. I cannot close my eyes and picture one without seeing both of them, so full of boyish high spirits. I only hope Harry will make it. Perce would have wanted that. They both had so much to offer us and the world. One of them has to go on.


      We both know Harry is also a valiant man and a great fighter. He will overcome this adversity. No matter how much the burns will have affected him physically, he will still be one of our golden boys. He is very lucky to have you on his side. It must be very difficult not to be able to see him now when he needs you most.


      The new school year has started, and I have a large class of children. The girls, with a few exceptions, are eager to learn and well-behaved. The boys are a different matter. It is hard to get the enthusiasm to instill knowledge into their thick heads when you think that in a few years a war may claim them in a foreign country. I shouldn't say such things, I realize. However, this ghastly war has cost us all dearly and continues to do so.


      You are in my thoughts. I can take some comfort in the fact that you have stayed in England, at least, and not gone off to the continent to be killed alongside our poor fighting men.


      Sincerely,


      Betty Connaught

    

  


  
    Eight


    The minute the wheels touched the tarmac at Linate Airport, everything changed. People smiled. They called me signora. I'll take signora before Ma'am any old day. I might have been crabby after flying all night and attempting to work my way through forgotten Italian words, but I wasn't.


    The first part of my plan involved picking up a car. The second part of the same plan involved finding someone who recognized Mrs. P. I submitted my papers to the dark-haired man behind the counter, where I'd expected to arrange to pick up my car. This resulted in a waving of hands. There were many rapid words too. I had no idea what they meant. I reminded myself I was in Europe and responded with a magnificent shrug and matching hand gestures. For added emphasis, I stabbed my finger on the papers and said, “Già pagato in Canada. Pagato! Pagato!” Already paid in Canada.


    The dark-haired man said, “Is mistake. We don't have thees car.”


    “Fine,” I said, “give me another one.”


    There was such a flap behind the counter that I figured they must be paid by the word.


    “Un'ora,” he said. “One hour. We have, signora.”


    I didn't wish to expend any energy on a temper tantrum, so I said, “All right.”


    I slumped on the plastic bench nearby and asked myself what Mrs. P. would do. Of course, I already knew she'd come up with a strategy. I fished through my papers and pulled out the nice little poster Alvin had done up, with her photo, her name, age, and MISSING written across the top with bold lettering. He'd put my phone number and his e-mail address. In the poster, Mrs. P. was smiling and jaunty, her grey hair in a neat bun, her hand raised in a salute. That was before she'd started seeing dead people.


    I found a washroom, where I cleaned my face, used some bottled water to brush my teeth and slapped on a layer of the Dior Graffiti Red. I managed a half-hearted attempt to tame my hair and made tracks back to the rental counters.


    I started at the next car rental and flashed my lipsticky smile at them. I answered to “Signora, buon giorno.” Next I pointed at Mrs. Parnell and asked in my best Italian if the clerk had seen her.


    Smiles, spectacular shrugs. The woman at the first counter said, “Sua nonna?”


    I shrugged again. The translation part of my brain was still asleep.


    The woman stared at me. The woman standing next to her said in perfect English, “She asked if this is your grandmother?”


    I blinked. “Yes! It is! Mia nonna!”


    That went over well. Everyone smiled.


    “Have you seen her?” I asked the English-speaking woman.


    “We see so many people.”


    “Her name is Violet Parnell,” I said. “Does that help?”


    A quick check of their computers showed that it didn't.


    “Sorry,” the woman said. “Not in our system. Good luck, signora.”


    I thanked her and moved off to the next counter. I slapped down the picture again and tried in English. “This is my nonna,” I said. “Mrs. Violet Parnell. She is sick and lost. I need to find her. Big emergency.” At that counter and the next two, the language barrier raised its head. Everyone was friendly and pleasant, but all I managed to produce was a look of bafflement.


    I stopped to consult my dictionary. I looked up the words sick, lost and family emergency. Nothing to lose. I returned and tried with La nonna è malata, La nonna è perduta, and è un’ emergenza per la famiglia.


    Zero results, lots of sympathy. In fact, I left behind me a trail of workers who obviously loved their nonnas to bits and felt my loss. Despite their wishes, I was feeling pretty low by the time I got to the last counter. I did my intro one more time.


    “Certainly, signora,” the man behind the counter said. And then, “Sorry, no record of her in our system.”


    At that moment, we were joined by the woman from the first counter. She had a printed paper in her hand. “We have found your nonna!” she said.


    “That's wonderful.”


    “She was here yesterday. We didn't recognize her from this photograph. Was it taken a long time ago?”


    “In September,” I said. “Before she started to get sick.”


    Everyone nodded sadly. One woman bit her lip.


    “Do you remember how she seemed?” I said, straining unsuccessfully to see the paper. “Was she understanding everything?”


    “No, she seemed very intelligent. She spoke some Italian even, more than…” She stopped herself abruptly and looked at me. “Everything appeared normal.” I caught the implication that I came up short in that department myself. Maybe I needed a better phrase book.


    The girl next to her uttered a rapid-fire sentence. Everyone laughed


    “What?” I said. “What's funny?”


    “She went outside to have a cigarette. Our grandmothers would not do that. They probably wouldn't rent an Opel and drive off into another country either.”


    “She's definitely in a class of her own,” I said. “By any chance, did she happen to mention where she was headed to next?”


    “Not to me, signora.”


    “She was thinking about Berli, Pieve San Simone, Montechiaro and Alcielo,” I said.


    “I don't remember her mentioning any of them. We mostly talked about relatives. I have a lot of cousins in Toronto. That's where I learned to speak English. She had a conversation with my colleague too. Momentino, I'll ask.”


    She turned and directed the question to the girl next to her. A staccato conversation ensued. I leaned forward, but I couldn't make out a single word.


    “She said she was looking forward to seeing the mountains,” the woman said.


    “Me too,” I said.


    “So I think it must be Berli, that's in the Apennines.”


    “Is it a big place?”


    “I imagine it would be just a mountain village. It's not really on the tourist track. Most of the clients who would go there would be people with relatives in the area.”


    “How far?” I asked.


    One hour later, in addition to the best wishes of the two women, coupled with greetings to Mrs. P., I had a map with the route out of Milan marked in yellow highlighter. I had a second map with the route to Berli clearly indicated too. I was on my way in something called a Ka, which is a vehicle made by Ford slightly smaller than my sister's new dishwasher. I was hot on the trail of my alleged grandmother who, unlike me, was travelling in style in a silver Opel. I had to hand it to her. Mrs. Parnell might have been losing her marbles, but not her sense of occasion.


    
      * * *
    


    Let me set you straight about Italy. Outside of the cities, it is very green, and much of it is situated on forty-five degree slopes. Imagine vineyards marching up and down. The roads are dotted with snazzy cars doing two hundred kilometres an hour. I should also mention there are a zillion silver Opels going almost as fast. My Ka, on the other hand, just chugged along a little faster than a roller blade. On the autostrada, there were no English signs, and apparently no speed limit. If it hadn't been for the toll booths, some cars might have become airborne. I was damned glad to get off it. The smaller roads were a bit better, if you didn't count the narrow lanes, blind corners, steep hills and complete lack of guardrails.


    The further south I drove from the urban industrialization and design mecca of Milan, the more the countryside changed. Soon enough, the roadway was surrounded by vineyards snaking up hillsides.


    I was making good progress towards Berli when I found myself heading for a ditch. I swerved back on to the road. The Ka would have fishtailed, if it had had a tail to fish. What was wrong with me? It occurred to me that I might need to eat. Perhaps that's why I was feeling lightheaded. I gripped the wheel and drove until I passed an old stone building with a sign indicating it had a small hotel and a bar-restaurant. That looked promising. A large shambling dog wandered outside. It reminded me a bit of Gussie.


    I had a glass of the proprietors’ own red wine, a bottle of mineral water and a plate of fragrant local salami, salty cheese and warm crusty bread. It was hard not to care about that food, although my eyelids kept thumping closed. The hostess pressed a second glass of red on me. If I understood her, the offer came because I was Canadian. I did my best to resist, which isn't easy in Italy. Even the first glass wasn't such a good idea in retrospect. The last thing I needed was to relax.


    I don't know why I was surprised, after two sleepless nights and a head full of worry, the high-octane vino rosso caught up with me. My eyelids kept closing. The hotel had rooms available, which came as no surprise, and they seemed unconcerned that I only wanted to crash for a couple of hours. I was canadese, therefore, they expected me to be nice but weird. They were used to Canadians. They had cousins in Moose Jaw. As long as I was paying the day's rate, I could do what I wanted.


    Si, signora. Va bene.


    These were fast becoming my favourite words.


    I produced the picture of Mrs. P. No one had seen her. Oh, well. I stumbled up the stone stairs, heaved my carry-on and my purse onto the single chair and pitched headfirst onto the small hard bed. I have no memory of hitting the feather pillows. Nor of any dreams. I think that was a good thing. When I finally opened my eyes, the sky was a strange grey. It took a couple of minutes lying there, hearing a man and woman sharing an apparently hilarious exchange from downstairs before I figured out where I was.


    I stuck my head out the window to encounter fog. Solid, almost impenetrable, from the ankle up. I couldn't see the Ka parked ten feet away.


    I wasn't going anywhere.


    
      * * *
    


    My cellphone did not care for this particular location in the Italian hills. In fact, it had been uncooperative since I got off the plane. I was forced to fall back on Plan B, which was to use the Canada Direct number on a pay phone and bill the call to my calling card number. On the bright side, it was a much cheaper option. The drawback was it meant finding a public phone whenever I needed to check in with Command Post Alvin. After three tries, I got the hang of it.


    “Uh-oh, Camilla. You better call Ray,” Alvin said.


    I don't know what I was expecting. How was your fourteen-hour trip, maybe?


    “Of course, I'll call him. He knows I'm in transit. Tell me, any luck so far?”


    “He's pretty insistent. He says he can't reach your cellphone.”


    “It's not working over here. I'll call him. Fill me in first.”


    “I haven't found anyone who'll give me information about Mrs. Parnell and the people she served with. I keep getting voicemail. I'll keep at them. Maybe everyone needs a rest the week after Remembrance Day.”


    “Could be. How's it going with the surveillance stuff?”


    “The Super let me in. I have to look at the images on his computer. Mostly they're residents and regulars, like me. I got to know a lot of people since meeting you and Violet. After a while, you can't concentrate any more. The Super had to go out, so I'm going back later.”


    “What about this guy who passed us when we were heading into Mrs. P.’s place, after she left the hospital?”


    “He's there. I can't see his face clearly.”


    “It's just that the timing's right. He has to be the one who was searching her apartment, and he decided to leave when we started to ring the bell. I bet that box had her missing laptop and camera.”


    “Unless she took them with her. Anyway, the Super thinks he's seen this guy before, so I'll watch a bit more and see if he shows up again. Did you learn anything? You distracted me from Violet, the most important thing.”


    “She was all right when she rented her car at Milan airport. No one noticed anything odd about her behaviour, except that she was smoking. They think she was heading for the mountains. They loved the idea that she was taking this car around Italy, by herself.”


    “Cool,” Alvin said.


    “Well, it will be cooler when we find her. I'd better get on the road again.”


    “Call Ray,” Alvin said.


    
      * * *
    


    “And just where are you?” Ray said.


    “Somewhere along the road to Berli.”


    “You don't know the name, or how long you'll be there?”


    “What's with the tone, Ray? This an inquisition?”


    “If you didn't want an inquisition, you shouldn't have mentioned swerving all over the road because you're exhausted and you're in a strange country, and I believe you said you were driving a lawn mower.”


    “It was a joke. I'm driving a Ka, which is also a joke, I guess. Look, Ray, I've been to Italy before. I know what I'm doing. And don't sigh, Ray. You sound like my sister Donalda. Not a good thing.”


    “I could meet you and help you look for Mrs. Parnell.”


    “I'll be fine.”


    What the hell was wrong with me? Here was a police officer, with all those useful police skills, who refused to be thrown off by snide remarks and crabby behaviour. I knew first hand what a warm heart he had. So why didn't I just say yes?


    “Hello? Are you there, Camilla?”


    “I'm here.”


    “Okay. I can take a hint. You want to be alone. You can just say that right up front. You don't have to drag it out over long distance.”


    “Sorry, Ray. I'm being stupid. I admit it. I'll be in touch, okay?”


    “Not so fast. Where are you going? Now.”


    “I thought I told you. When the fog lifts, I'm on my way to Berli. It's in the mountains a couple of hours south of Milan. I hope to find Mrs. P.”


    “Based on what? Intuition?”


    “Sure, it could be a wild goose chase. It's better than staring at my navel.”


    “Not that there's anything wrong with staring at your navel. In fact…”


    “Goodbye, Ray.”


    “Camilla?”


    “Hmm?”


    “Stay in touch.”


    “I will.”


    “Make sure you do,” he said gruffly.


    What a tough guy.


    Okay, I didn't need to spend a year on a shrink's couch to tell me Paul was at the root of my reluctance to have Ray join me. I knew damn well if Mrs. Parnell had chosen to vanish into the south of France, I would have been panting for Ray to come to the rescue. It had been too many years since my husband Paul was wiped out by a drunk driver. I knew it was time to get on with my life. Paul would have wanted that. And I was ready. I even knew that Paul would have liked Ray's sense of humour, would have appreciated his unflappability, would have approved of his commitment to his family and the way you could count on him, no matter what.


    None of that mattered here. How could I go with another man to Italy? The last time I'd been in the country, I'd been the passenger much of the time, a woman on her honeymoon, thinking about the next laughing dinner over a litre of red wine and the next room for two overlooking a garden courtyard in a small hotel where people smile at newlyweds, wink and nudge each other, and sidle over to their tables bearing glasses of flaming Sambuca, on the house. In case the lovebirds hadn't had enough booze.


    Paul's face has been fading in my memory. I keep his photos, of course. On these roads, I didn't need photos. I saw him in the reflection in the osteria window. Wherever I went for a first trip with Ray, even if it was searching for a missing person, I owed it to him not to make it a threesome.


    
      * * *
    


    The fog lifted at dawn. I spotted that right off because I was sitting up in bed, awake and staring. I had been for hours. Thanks to my ill-advised sleep in the afternoon and the six-hour time difference, I'd tossed and turned all night on the narrow, hard bed, thinking about Mrs. Parnell, fretting about who might have broken into her apartment, and what was happening to her. I spent the hours from two until five rereading the letters. The men were dead: Walter Parnell, Perce Connaught and, most likely, Guy Prendergast. Harry Jones was close enough. So many choices of possible dead people to give Mrs. Parnell trouble, to say nothing of the thousands of others she would have come in contact with. Given the foggy circumstances, this was the best use of my time, although I didn't come up with any answers.


    I didn't allow my thoughts to turn to Ray Deveau or Paul. Focus, that's what Mrs. Parnell would have advised me if she had been there, although if she'd been there, I wouldn't have had a problem.


    I peered out the window and was delighted the Ka was visible. My room didn't have a shower, so I gave myself a quick swipe with a facecloth, brushed my teeth and hair and nixed the lipstick.


    The owner intercepted me on the way out. She apparently required no sleep. She was smiling and efficient. Her hair was nicely arranged, and she was dressed to take on all comers. She told me Berli was still another hour's drive from there, apparently straight up. She insisted that I have a caffè latte and a brioche for the road.


    That morning, the bar-restaurant was full of customers, mostly elderly men, enjoying breakfast and each others’ company. The odd one had a glass of wine.


    This far from the urban areas, I didn't expect anyone to speak English, although you never know when someone will have a cousin. I used my phrase book and smiled a lot. I learned to say Basta! for enough. I was on a mission. I didn't really intend to come back from Italy looking like one of those Genoa salamis I enjoy so much.


    I didn't want to waste an opportunity though. I pulled out the picture of Mrs. Parnell and slapped it on the wooden table top.


    “Mia nonna,” I said, enthusiastically.


    “Ah, la nonna. Che bella!” I took this in the spirit it was intended. Although Mrs. Parnell is a stalwart companion and an irreplaceable friend, and she has splendid military bearing, she's less than conventionally beautiful.


    I did my best to ask if the woman had seen her there on her way to Berli. I emphasized sick and lost. Ammalata e perduta. I also threw in the silver Opel for good measure. Macchina d'argento! Opel! Opel! I sounded quite deranged. Maybe that's what set off a blizzard of chatter. “Si?” I said. “Si?”


    “No.”


    My shoulders fell. More chatter. Some shrugs. If anyone even slightly unusual, and Mrs. P. would certainly qualify, had come through a village in this part of Italy, word would spread ten miles before you could say un espresso, per piacere. Oh well, it had been a long shot anyway, and I got a decent brioche out of it.


    I was just polishing off my second espresso when there was a ruckus at the door. A very elderly gentleman was escorted in by two slightly less elderly helpers. A young man handsome enough to be a model for upmarket jeans followed them. Everyone became very excited about the old man, not the gorgeous kid.


    I approved. It spoke well of a society where the arrival of a tiny old man sparked a lot of interest. Who needs plasma TVs and Blackberries when people in a community find each other so fascinating? Not that I would want to be the subject of such close attention from my neighbours and family, mind you. Still, the old gentleman didn't seem to mind.


    Before my wondering eyes, he was steered toward my table. By this time, he was surrounded by a cluster of people, all talking at once. I wasn't sure who was listening to all this talking. It wasn't me, since I only caught the odd word. There was a buzz in the air.


    As far as I could tell, the old man's name was zio Domenico. Uncle Dominic. I shook his hand. I shook the hand of his two companions.


    Everyone else seemed to want to shake my hand too. That was fine.


    The companions picked up the photo of Mrs. Parnell and showed it to zio Domenico. He squinted. He paused. He leaned a bit forward. He squinted more. He paused again. I had to admire his innate sense of drama. I looked around. Everyone appeared to be holding their breath.


    “La nonna?” he said in a quavery voice.


    “Si,” I said.


    “Molta bella.”


    “Grazie.”


    The young man stepped forward. I imagined the girls he went to school with had a hard time concentrating when they spotted the curly dark hair, electric blue eyes and golden skin. I won't even mention the cheekbones and chiselled jaw.


    “My name is Dario,” he said, showing teeth that most people would kill for. “I study the English in school, so that I can visit my cousin in Hamilton. They say your grandmother is sick?”


    “Yes,” I said, “she may have had a heart attack. And she's seeing things.”


    “Ah,” he said. “Pazza.”


    I knew that pazza meant crazy. “No, no. Not crazy, sick. I believe she went to Berli. I hope so, otherwise I have to visit Pieve San Simone, Montechiaro and someplace called Alcielo.”


    “Berli is a long drive from here. Not as far as these other places,” Dario said. “It is dangerous to drive today because it is…nebuloso. Sorry, I do not know the word.”


    “Yes, very foggy.”


    “You should stay here with us, signora,” he said flirtatiously.


    Flirtation's not my thing. “Has this gentleman seen my grandmother?”


    “Zio Domenico? No. Do not worry. She will be fine, I think. Yes.”


    I could tell he wanted to help. “My grandmother might be driving up the mountain in the fog. As you said, it's very dangerous. She might be sick. She needs to see a doctor.”


    “Your father will find her.”


    “What?”


    “Your father.”


    “My father's not here.”


    “Your uncle perhaps? He was searching for your nonna. He stopped here yesterday, and he asks about her.”


    “You lost me, Dario. Who did?”


    “Her son. I am trying to explain. Zio Domenico didn't see your grandmother. He saw her son.”


    
      Brockbank Manor

      Hampshire

      United Kingdom

      January 26, 1945


      Darling Vi,


      This is the hardest letter I will ever write. You cannot imagine how war changes a fellow. The Italian campaign was beyond imagination. I lost so many fine colleagues. Especially Perce. I feel I should have been able to save him. I still see his shattered face in front of me in my nightmares.


      Now that I am back in England, everything seems different to me. For a while, it looked like my face and hands might heal, but the doctors were certain I would lose my right arm. I have outfoxed them, it seems. I have had a wonderful volunteer hospital visitor in the course of my recovery. Her two brothers were killed in France in the early days, and she has been doing her best to help out with the morale of those of us who made it back. You used to call me a handsome devil. Although my face is healing, you couldn't say that any more. It is more than my damaged appearance. All those months of crawling through the mud in the Italian countryside have changed me. Perhaps it was always being under German fire, sleeping in a slit trench and having your ears rattled by exploding shells, losing your friends, in the worst cases, feeling their blood wash over you. I am no longer the happy-go-lucky fellow you fell in love with. That is one of the reasons why it has been so hard for me to write to you before now.


      I got a letter from Hazel, and she mentioned that you had been courted by a dashing officer named Parnell. I believe I've run into him a few times. Hazel thought I would be jealous, but that makes what I am going to tell you a bit easier. What I am trying to say is that I have fallen in love with my hospital visitor, whose name is Dorothea. She is a very fine, serious girl who wants nothing from life except a husband and children and peace, of course. This is very hard to break to you this way: Dorothea and I have been married.


      I hope some day you will forgive me, Violet, and that you will live a very happy life. You will always have a special place in my heart.


      Harry

    

  


  
    Nine


    I stared. “She doesn't have a son.”


    “Si, si. She does, signora,” Dario said. “Certamente. Hundred per cent. He had a picture of your nonna. He was going to Berli too.”


    “My God,” I said.


    Dario said, “No problem! If she is in Berli, he will have found her. That's good. He will look after her. It will be fine, signora.”


    I didn't think so. My head swam. Hold on, I thought. Perhaps this was one of those bizarre disjointed dreams you have while travelling in foreign countries. Too much espresso and salami, not enough sleep. It messes with your head. I decided if it wasn't a dream, I'd better behave strategically because something was very, very wrong.


    “Please ask your zio Domenico what this man looks like?”


    Dario regarded me oddly. “You do not know what your uncle looks like, signora?”


    “Actually, I don't have an uncle.”


    “Your father?”


    “No.”


    “He said…”


    “Probably it's just some misunderstanding. But I am worried now.”


    Dario said, “Zio Domenico is almost blind, that is why everyone helps him.”


    “He's blind? But he said she was bella.”


    Dario grinned. “Zio Domenico loves women. It runs in the family. He sees them in his mind.”


    “Then how does he know about this man who says he's her son?”


    “He heard him speaking.”


    “And he was speaking English? Asking for my nonna?”


    Dario turned and fired off a volley of questions. He got a variety of answers. I heard l'Americano, il Canadese, l'Inglese and Parnell.


    The Parnell part made my heart race. American, Canadian, English. I guess we all look and sound alike. L'Americano seemed to win the day.


    “Your uncle, he spoke American.”


    “You mean not like a Canadian?”


    Another series of questions.


    “Maybe,” Dario answered after a very long while. “Zio Dominico doesn't know any Canadians, just one cousin in Montreal, and that one speaks French. He thought your uncle was from United States. What does he know? He is a simple man.”


    “Did anyone else see anything? Can anyone describe him? And what kind of car he was driving?”


    “I will ask the others.”


    Dario turned and held an intense conversation with the two men who had helped zio Domenico into the bar. After a lot of arm-waving and shouting, Dario turned back to me and shrugged. “He looked like an American. He had dark hair. Maybe fifty years old.”


    At the end of a lively discussion, Dario translated enthusiastically, and warned me to keep an eye out for someone not too light, not too dark, eye colour indeterminate, medium build, although he may have been large or even small. He was middle-aged, although some thought he might have been a bit older. No distinguishing characteristics, except for his overcoat. Then again, that may have been a raincoat, or possibly even a jacket. One trembling fellow with cataracts suggested a sweater. He was quickly put in his place.


    A small, wizened man with tobacco-stained fingers gave Dario a look and elbowed him out of the way. Dario elbowed back.


    Dario said, “Mercedes-Benz.” He made the international finger gesture for expensive.


    “Mercedes?” I said. “Certo?”


    He frowned as if I had questioned his intelligence. What were the chances that someone claiming to be Mrs. Parnell's son roared through this town in a Mercedes?


    “Nera,” he said.


    The wizened man hopped up and down with rage. He shouted, “Stupido, stupido, stupidone.” Dario ignored him.


    “Crazy old man,” he said to me in a whisper.


    My mind was on the black Mercedes. There are lots of Mercedes all over Italy. Had I seen a black one recently?


    “Did anyone notice the license plate number?” I said.


    Dario translated, and the old man shook his fist. No one else had seen a license plate number.


    “Grazie,” I said and meant it. I dodged the wizened man. I shook zio Domenico's hand. I accepted a big hug from Dario.


    Whoever my new uncle was, he had done all right for himself. I excused myself from the group and headed for the pay phone. I didn't know where the hell Alvin was. I hoped it was somewhere important. I left him a clear and forceful message that he should not flip out when he heard this. Now his urgent task would be to find out if Mrs. Parnell had a son she had never mentioned. I tried to do this without shouting, because everyone in the room was listening.


    I pulled out my stash of Euros and bought a round of whatever anyone wanted. Espresso, vino, didn't matter. I got off kind of easy, because it was morning. I made sure to thank everyone for their help. I promised to return with my grandmother for a special meal. Zio Domenico seemed especially keen. Dario gave me another huge hug.


    “Ciao, ciao, bella,” he said as if he meant it.


    Eventually, I tore myself away. It had started to rain softly as I hurried out the door to my Ka. I waved to everyone gathered in the door of the bar and drove off up the mountain, wondering why I hadn't packed anything for a goddam headache.


    
      * * *
    


    If you're heading to a mountain village in the Appenine mountains, be prepared to abandon the highways and drive in a zig-zagging pattern up steep, narrow passages that barely qualify as roads. Twice I pulled over to the side. I had my fingers crossed that nothing would come barrelling up the hill and ram the back of the Ka. Or down the hill and slam the front of it. There wasn't much metal between me and meeting my maker.


    Problem two lurked on the edge of every road. In this part of Italy, the roads ended in steep falls, a long way down to the rock-strewn pastures below. Naturally, there were no guardrails. Best not to dwell on that.


    I kept my eyes open for a silver Opel and a dark Mercedes. The Ka might have been small and slow, but it had a tiny turning radius, and I was prepared to rely on that.


    No one passed me on the road, and eventually I made it to Berli. Peering through the fog, I concluded the town couldn't have more than fifty houses, perched on the glossy green hillside, some seeming to defy physics. Most were built out of rough gray stone, probably lugged by hand from the surrounding fields generations earlier. The stone houses had new roofs, doors and windows. A few attached stucco houses had a newish look to them. Every dwelling had a small car parked in front of it, the sign of the new Europe. No silver Opels, no Mercedes.


    The fog was lifting a bit. I navigated along the main street, which had mostly houses, interspersed with small businesses: a hairdresser, a barber. On a two-storey stone building, at a sharp corner, I spotted a battered sign: Bar-Hotel Natalia. It would have to do. I parked and made my way on foot up and down the rutted side streets, avoiding potholes deep enough to swallow the Ka. These streets were just a few years away from the subsistence farming communities they'd once been. I knew from previous trips to Italy that the lower levels of some of the cute stone houses had once been the stables, with the families living above on the second floor. There were no animals now, except for one dog energetically announcing my presence. I saw no one. Most of the houses were unlit, shutters closed.


    The back end of the building was crumbling, although the wheelbarrels and materials near it indicated a rebuilding of some sort was underway. There was new money in Berli, I was sure of that.


    I took a deep breath and pushed open the door to the bar. In Italy, bar is used to mean a café restaurant, the place you get your sandwich or grab a quick breakfast. Of course, you can always get wine there. Or whatever. You're quite likely to get homemade food. Usually you'll find a few kids running around. The Italians aren't too hung up on booze restrictions, like some places I could name. Later in the evening, they turn into pleasant drinking establishments.


    The room was full of people, again mostly elderly. Everyone nodded at me when I came in. The noise level was high, boisterous, happy. Or maybe just trying to drown out the large-screen television mounted in the corner and going full-blast. I'm not sure what gives with Italian television, and I don't want to find out.


    I began by greeting the burly woman, possibly Natalia, who was using her muscles to polish glasses that already gleamed in the low light. “Buona sera, signora.”


    Her eyes narrowed, her mouth turned down. Maybe that was deep suspicion. Maybe she'd just had a very bad day. I could sympathize.


    I smiled. This wasn't as easy as it sounds, since I had just crawled up miles of winding, foggy mountain roads on my way to a godforsaken place where no one would speak English. I had practiced my piece and managed to ask in my fractured Italian if she had seen my grandmother. I produced the photo of Mrs. Parnell and mentioned the silver Opel.


    I smiled again for good measure. She folded her arms across her chest and shook her head emphatically. New wrinkles sprouted at the downturned corners. I pointed at the picture again. “La nonna,” I said, soothingly.


    “No,” she said.


    “È malata.”


    She shook her head.


    I wanted to ask about the so-called son in the Mercedes. I gave it a shot with figlio and Mercedes. That merely caused her to turn her back on me. She half-turned her head when I ordered a glass of red wine and a plate of cannelloni. I was feeling ridiculously fatigued and hungry. Both of which I found irritating since I couldn't really enjoy a meal until I tracked down Mrs. Parnell. Then we could eat and drink happily together, and I could help her with whatever she was trying to do here in the remote mountains of Italy.


    The wine came immediately. Just because I wasn't an instant hit didn't mean I wouldn't have a drink in my hand. A basket of warm, rustic bread was plunked on my wooden table, along with a bottle of olive oil. The cannelloni arrived shortly after and was plunked down without a word from the burly signora..


    I sat alone, aware of the glances of the crowd in the bar. Who cared? It wasn't like I was looking for a new social group. I just needed information about Mrs. P. I ate in solitude and tried to figure out what to do next.


    A glance out the window told me that the fog had descended again. Every few minutes, another small car emerged from the fog just feet from the window. Not much chance I could drive down the mountain without killing myself or someone else.


    As far as I could tell, this bar was the only game in town. The proprietor had quite obviously taken an instant dislike to me. Not that I would care, as a rule. However, I needed cooperation.


    I asked about a room, and she hesitated. A short, round man I took to be her husband gave her a quick nudge in the ribs.


    “Si,” she said, citing a ridiculously large number of Euros.


    Five minutes later, I tossed my little backpack on a double bed with a puffy duvet that looked very inviting on this damp miserable day. The pillow-cases on all four pillows had obviously been ironed. The room was bright and comfortable, with a fine view of the fog. Better yet, it even had a small new-looking portable heater in the corner and a shining white wastepaper basket. The heater had already been turned on. I found the bathroom next door in a dark green hallway. There seemed to be no other guests. The towels were large, bright white and fluffy. Maybe the little round husband took charge of guest hospitality. I figured the signora was in charge of clean.


    I brushed my teeth, had an overdue shower, fixed my hair as well as I could, changed my T-shirt and put on the black pants and my sweater. I rinsed out my undies in the sink. I hung them to dry in the shower, picked up the photos again and headed back downstairs.


    The proprietor was replacing a freshly polished glass. She stopped mid-task, gripping the glass, and stared me down.


    I gave her a cheerful wave and started at the first table. A group of men paused in their card game.


    To do them credit, I got a “buona sera, signora,” from each of them. I passed around Mrs. Parnell's picture. They all took the time to look at it.


    No luck. Everyone shook their heads. No one looked sympathetic. No one said, “Oh, la nonna!”


    I thanked them, picked up the photo and moved on to the next table. I repeated this at every table in the bar. Something was wrong though. The atmosphere didn't feel normal.


    I'm not sure why it took so long, but eventually it dawned on me. The bar had become too quiet. Where were the competing voices? The raucous stories, the shouts of laughter? This was more like a morgue than a gathering of Italians.


    When I reached the last table and had received the last negative shake of the head, I glanced at the proprietor. She shot back a triumphant smirk.


    Great. I was fogged in on a mountain, with no clue about what had happened to Mrs. Parnell, trapped until the morning, wasting precious time. I turned back to the room full of strangely quiet people. I knew she had been there, and what's more, I knew that they'd seen her.


    I said in my fractured Italian: “That photo is my grandmother. She is more than eighty years old. She is sick, and the doctor says she may die if she doesn't get medicine. I know she came here. I think you should help save her life.” I searched my mind for the word for shame. It eluded me.


    The room remained silent.


    I gave up. Time to go back to my room and think of a new and improved plan. I turned. I stopped. “Vergogna,” I said. Shame on you.


    People turned away from me and reverted to nervous whispered conversations. I headed back up the stairs and kicked the white wastepaper basket.


    Five minutes later, I had a new plan. Probably a waste of time; still, better than staring at the ceiling until morning. I was warm and well fed, and although I was bone-tired, I didn't intend to repeat my mistake of falling asleep too early. I put on my grey wool socks and slipped my jean jacket over the sweater. I checked my phrase book for a few more useful tidbits. I wrapped the scarf around my neck, applied a bit of Graffiti Red in case and slipped down the stairs and out the side door, without bothering to make eye contact with the useless lumps in the bar.


    I pulled up my collar and made my way to the first house with a light on. I banged on the door and waited. When the door opened, I gave my best Italian greetings and started on my sick nonna story. I added my newest phrase: Una situazione disperata.


    I can't say I really blame people for the way they looked at me. I probably wouldn't have opened the door myself. Door after door, the results were the same. Still, it beat twiddling my thumbs. I came up empty on Via Garibaldi, the main street.


    What the hell. I had nothing to lose. The fog was getting thicker. While you couldn't see any distance, you could still avoid large obstacles, and you could tell by the lights if people were awake in a house. I made up my mind and headed down the Ruella Cavour. I thought I heard a scuttling behind me and off to a side. A dog? Too quiet for a dog. Dogs are not known for their subtlety. A rat? No point in giving in to the heebie-jeebies, I decided.


    Fog can have that effect on you. This might have been a foggy alley with five hundred-year-old dwellings tilting on either side, but it was also in a tiny close-knit village that probably had zero crime, I reminded myself.


    My self-pep talk didn't stop the hair on the back of my neck from standing up. Anyway, I had a job to do. There were two houses with lights still on. No one answered at the first door. I could hear a television or radio blaring irritating Italian pop songs from within. I banged a few more times, waited and then decided to cut my losses.


    Was I imagining the scurrying noise? I clutched my backpack in a way that might be useful for smacking a rat. I walked quickly to the last remaining house with lights on.


    After a lot of banging, a stooped woman with thin white hair in a bun answered. She stared at me. Listening in apparent astonishment to my bizarre Italian, she gaped at the photo of Mrs. Parnell and grabbed my hand.


    “La poverina,” she said.


    I couldn't imagine anyone ever referring to my Mrs. P. as a poor little thing. It was the first bit of sympathy I'd received here in Berli. To my horror, my eyes filled with tears. This was so not like me. Maybe it was the time difference, lack of sleep, the red wine, the fog, the worry. I hauled out a tissue, blew my nose, said “Scusate, signora,” and pulled myself together. Despite the promising start, after a few moments of my pathetic Italian, I realized she had not seen Mrs. Parnell, or the Opel, or the black Mercedes, which I tossed in to the conversation for good measure. She was pleasant and sympathetic. She offered me something to eat and, when I declined, suggested a little glass of something. I had to turn that down too, because the fog had thickened yet again, and it was going to be tough enough stumbling back up the hill.


    I thanked her profusely, and she squeezed my hand. I felt her good wishes and was damn glad to have them as I hit the fog.


    I made tracks, trying not to trip into potholes in the road. A burst of sound through the swirling mist caused me to step back and gasp. Five people, arms linked, chatting and laughing, emerged a few feet in front of me. I recognized one of the family groups from the bar. They clammed up immediately when they spotted me. The women shrank back. That didn't make sense. Why would anyone be afraid of me?


    I felt their eyes on my back as I negotiated the holes in the road and made my way back up the hill. As I got close to the bar, a silver-haired woman, who looked to be in her sixties, passed me, walking quickly and confidently. Her collar was pulled up around her neck. She stared hard at my face before turning her head and disappearing into the mist. I kept going toward the bar with its light, heat, red wine and much-needed public telephone.


    
      * * *
    


    “How may I direct your call?” Alvin said.


    “Very funny. What news do you have?” I said.


    “What is this craziness about Violet having a son? Lord thundering Jesus, I almost died of shock.”


    “You and me both. Definitely unlikely and baffling. There's someone making the claim, and he has a picture of her, so there's a definite connection. We have to follow up.”


    “Are you in Berli now?”


    “It's pretty small, and no one seems to have seen our grandmother or the guy who says he's the son. They are extremely unfriendly too. Everyone else I've met, since I've been in Italy, has tried to be very helpful.”


    I glanced around. I was on the public phone in the bar. Something about the body language of the remaining customers told me that they were paying attention to my call. That shouldn't have made a difference, since no one appeared to speak English. Even so, I was cautious. Everything about Berli seemed so strange and creepy. Maybe excessive fog just brings out the paranoiac in me.


    Alvin said, “Our grandmother? Oops, I get it. Is someone listening?”


    “Who knows?” I said. “She was supposed to come here. Perhaps she changed her mind and went somewhere else.”


    “Jeez, I hope not,” Alvin said. “What would you do then?”


    “Our uncle was also looking for her. Maybe he found her.”


    “Our uncle? Oh, you mean the guy who says he's Violet's son? That's weird and scary.”


    “It is.”


    “You're worried, right?”


    “Puzzled for sure.”


    I was petrified. I didn't want to tell Alvin that my biggest fear was that, in the morning, as I made my way down the mountain, I would catch a glimpse of a silver Opel, lying crumpled in a rock-strewn field, having slid off the foggy-bound mountain road, while a Mercedes sped off.


    I couldn't even let myself think about it. I promised myself I would creep down in the Ka and stop to check every possible site on the way down.


    “Now you got me all worked up,” Alvin said. “And I'm stuck over here. I can't do anything.”


    “What about the project, Alvin?” I said.


    “What project? Why are you changing the subject?”


    “Our joint project, the visitor project. Did you get the images yet?”


    “Not really.”


    “Does that mean no?”


    “Yes.”


    “Well, keep at it. It's important.”


    “I have plenty to do here, Camilla. Lester and Pierre are no piece of cake. And Gussie ate something that didn't agree with him, and the cat won't come out from under the bed, and your sisters keep phoning all the time because they can't get you on your cell.”


    “The damn thing doesn't work here. Tell them I'll call them when I get settled. Let them know I'm all right.”


    “They were upset you left without telling them, and they seem really steamed because they don't know if you took the right clothes.”


    “That's so far from anything I'm concerned about. Tell them I did. Make up something. Anything.”


    “I have to tell you I'm really getting frustrated trying to find someone who served with Mrs. Parnell. It's not easy when I'm stuck here being a pet sitter and receptionist.”


    “You're equal to the task, Alvin. I'm counting on you. Conn should be able to find out if there was a son. Call him right away.”


    “There couldn't have been a son. Violet would have told us. Wouldn't she?”


    “I think so too. I suppose there could have been a falling-out.


    “She would never lose contact with her son.” Alvin sounded on the verge of hysterics. “Her son. Family. Never.”


    “Take a deep breath, Alvin. I can't imagine it being true. We still have to pursue it. People have seen this guy. Remember, he has a picture of her.”


    “Do I have to call Conn? He's always rude to me.”


    I glanced around. Everyone in the room was watching. I made no effort to keep my voice low when I said, “And in the event you do not hear from me, I am currently at the Bar-Hotel Natalia in Berli for the night. I have found the locals to be uncooperative and unresponsive. As if they are hiding something. It may be worth it to ask him to contact the Italian authorities.”


    “As if,” Alvin said.


    Was it my imagination, or did some of the shoulders shift? Did eyes meet? Did the proprietor turn away to hide the expression on her stumpy face? A woman at a nearby table stood up and began pacing not far from where I sat. To make her point, she stared at her watch, then glanced up at the wall clock. The international gesture for get the hell off the phone.


    “Promise you'll do it, Alvin. I'll keep you posted. I have another call to make, and someone is waiting for the phone.”


    I turned my face away from the woman, hung up and dialled Canada Direct again. My next call was to Ray Deveau. Not that it made any difference.


    I got a busy signal at his home, most likely the result of having a teenager tying up both lines at once. Not the first time that had happened to me. There was no answer on his cell, so I tried his work number.


    His message was clear. “This is Sergeant Ray Deveau. I will be away from my desk for the next two weeks. If this is an emergency, contact the main number. Otherwise leave a message.”


    Well, thanks a lot. I slammed down the phone. Why the hell bother?


    
      21 Frank Street

      Chesterton, Ontario

      December 20, 1945


      Dear Vi,


      It's my birthday today. I am writing again in the hope you will find it in your heart to forgive me, especially since there's not much to celebrate here. Betty calls herself Elizabeth now, as it's more suitable for a teacher. She walks right by me with her nose in the air. Well, she has the right nose for it, and she wasn't the easiest person to get along with before. Even so, I feel bad.


      I miss you and wish you would answer my letters. We have been friends since we started school. I know that I betrayed your trust and our friendship just for idle chatter. I meant no harm. I was enjoying the idea of this officer pursuing you. I thought it would be fun if Harry was jealous. I will regret my foolish words all my life. Every single day I wish I could undo what has been done.


      Mother is not at all well. Her cough is very worrying. I am afraid she'll end up in the San like so many other people. I am sure you knew that Harry's father's house burnt right to the ground. Mr. Jones was never the same after his wife died and Harry went overseas. He fell asleep with his pipe still lit. There's nothing left except the foundation. A lot of people turned out for the funeral. I wonder if people realize that the parents and families of those at home are also suffering and in some cases dying, perhaps of broken hearts. Even friends.


      Oh, don't mind me! I know it must be much harder for you, even though I imagine you living in a castle somewhere and sipping champagne with officers and aristocrats. At least I got to see “The Bells of St. Mary's” at the Vogue.


      Even though the war is over, perhaps you are not in a position to write yet. Whether you are or not, remember it is the Christmas season, a time for love and forgiveness. I hope you will find it in your heart to answer my letters.


      Love always,


      Hazel


      P.S. Some lovely velvet hats have arrived at Adams’ Ladies’ Wear. Just in time for Christmas services!

    

  


  
    Ten


    Fine.


    It takes more than that to get rid of a MacPhee. I pulled myself together and went back to Canada Direct. I ignored the waiting woman, who had been tapping her pointed leather shoes. I tried Ray's cellphone again. I decided that it must say something for our developing relationship that I knew all these numbers by heart.


    The customer I was trying to reach was not available.


    “Why aren't you available, Ray? I'd really like to be able to talk to you. For the record, I am stuck in the fog in the mountain village of Berli. I have learned some bizarre things, and I would like to talk to you, even if you have decided to take your vacation by yourself. If you get this tonight, I am staying at the Bar-Hotel Natalia in room Uno.” I read out the telephone number and added, “Don't forget the country code for Italy. It's about eight our time, if you get this within the next few hours, I'll still be up. Tell the proprietor you want to speak to me, and I'll call you right back. I wish you were here, and not just because it's so goddam creepy.”


    I surrendered the phone to the foot-tapper and looked for a table. Every shoulder in the place seemed to shift as I walked by. I found a spot in the corner, where I could observe things, and settled in to watch the locals and hope for the phone to ring. My competition didn't stay on it long. I figured she'd just wanted to annoy me, although I couldn't imagine why. I chose espresso rather than wine. Even so, my eyelids soon began to droop. By nine, which was only mid-afternoon Canadian time, I decided to leave the party.


    I did my best to explain to the proprietor that I might get a call, and I would like to be informed, even if she had to wake me up.


    She shrugged.


    I asked for a wake-up call in an hour.


    Double shrug.


    I could tell my business was really important to her. I headed up the stairs to my room. I opened the door and looked around. It was as I'd left it. I flung myself on the amazing feather bed and conked out. So much for personal grooming and hygiene issues.


    
      * * *
    


    I was jerked out of sleep by a soft knock on the door.


    I leapt up and stared around. It took a minute to figure out where I was, even if I had fallen asleep with the light on. I staggered to the door and yanked it open. I was expecting the bitchy proprietor to be standing there with her arms crossed and an expression like an executioner, telling me that I had a phone call. Instead, I faced the woman with the silver hair who had passed me in the fog.


    I gawked at her wordlessly.


    Finally, she said in English, “May I enter, signora?”


    I stood back to let her pass. She glanced into the corridor as if to check it was clear and slipped into the room.


    I pointed to the chair. She sat on the chair, and I plunked myself on the rumpled bed and waited. I had no idea what to expect.


    “My name is Orianna Preto. I live here in Berli,” she said.


    “You speak English,” I said stupidly.


    “Yes,” she said.


    “You speak very well. Do you have cousins in Lethbridge?”


    Of course, she looked surprised. “I spent many years working in England. I remember quite a bit of the language. It comes back when I need it.”


    “That's great,” I said. “I'm having a lot of trouble expressing myself, and I need help.”


    “I know,” she said. “You are looking for your grandmother. You knocked on my mother's door in the Ruella Cavour.”


    “Yes. She was very kind. She offered me…”


    She laughed. “Un bicchiere. A little glass of something.”


    “Never mind, it was the first civil thing anyone in this town said to me. Why didn't you come to the door?”


    “I live two houses further up. She called me to tell me about your visit. She was glad to see someone.”


    “Two houses up? I knocked on that door too. The lights were on. You didn't answer.”


    She gave me the national shrug. “My husband is away in Cremona this week. I am a woman alone, and a stranger was knocking at my door. I'm sure you understand.”


    “Your mother answered.”


    “She has always lived in Berli. She doesn't worry about crime or bad people. She's always been lucky.”


    “She's very kind too.”


    “A saint. She said you seemed very sad, and that she believed you really were who you said.”


    I blinked. “Why wouldn't I be who I said I was?”


    “We were told not to believe anyone who came looking for the other signora. We were told people would lie about who they were.”


    I leaned forward. “Who on earth would tell you something like that?”


    “Well, the signora did, herself.”


    I jumped off the bed. “She's here!”


    “Shh. She was. I believe she is gone.”


    “And she told you not to believe…I don't get it.”


    “My mother thinks it was not you she was speaking about.”


    “Do you know who she was speaking about?” I said.


    “She did not mention anyone in particular.”


    “Someone's been following her. A man. And I'm sure she wouldn't have expected me to arrive from Canada.”


    “My mother believed you were worried about your nonna. She believed your tears were sincere.”


    “Is that why no one will speak to me here in this village? All I feel is hostility.”


    “Yes. They think you mean the signora some harm.”


    “What harm could I mean her? Let me explain: a few days ago, she had a shock. She thought she saw a dead man. She collapsed not long after, and the doctor thought she might have had a heart attack. She could die if she's not careful. In spite of this, she left Canada and made this sudden, mysterious trip to Italy. She needs medical treatment and observation, so you understand that I must find her. Plus there is a man claiming to be her son who is also following her. But she has no son.”


    Her hand shot to her mouth. “That is frightening. Nobody in Berli would help him.”


    “That's good. Now, do you know anything about her? About why she came here?”


    “I will start at the beginning. She wanted to talk about the plane crash.”


    “I'm sorry, what plane crash?”


    “It was 1944. The Allies were flying missions over Italy. I was a child growing up in this village. The Germans were still in the mountains, they rounded up people. They were beginning to retreat to Germany. They forced skilled workers to travel with them. They shot villagers. They took our food. Everyone was terrified of the SS. They were known for brutal reprisals. In our village, a lot of men had deserted the army, and there were partisans hiding out all over these hills. They would attack Germans, sabotage trucks, that kind of thing. The SS would have reprisals, and villagers would be killed. It was very dangerous. The people in Berli did not want to attract the attention of the Germans.”


    I nodded to her to continue.


    “A plane crashed on the mountain, in a meadow a bit higher.”


    “There's something higher than Berli?” I said. “Unbelievable.”


    “Just grazing land. For goats.”


    “Go on,” I said.


    “I was only seven years old. I was in the pasture gathering sticks for firewood, and I came across the plane wreckage.”


    “Did you know what it was?”


    “Oh yes, of course, people had been whispering about seeing it smoking and falling from the sky. Everyone kept that secret, because of the Germans. We did not want the Germans searching our homes looking for injured Englishmen or Americans. They might have found our fathers and uncles who had deserted. Perhaps they would have raped the women, or they might just have taken everything we had to eat. It was such a terrible time.”


    “I can only imagine. So you saw the downed plane?”


    “I crept close to it. It was completely burnt out. The ground around it was burned. The wings had broken off and scattered. You could see the burned skeletons of the men inside. I still have nightmares after all these years.”


    “What happened then?”


    “I ran back to the village and told my father. He and a few other men came up all night and buried the wreckage. It would have been hard work, because the soil is very rocky here, but they didn't want the Germans to find it. They buried the bodies—they were just burned bones. They marked the spot. There wasn't much to be salvaged from the plane. People took the bits of metal; they were very useful. When the Germans left the area, the mayor sent word to the Allies. The plane was dug up, the soldiers were identified, as all their tags had been buried with them. Their bones were taken away to be buried in the military graveyard. That was the end of it. I suppose the families were notified. We still get family members here visiting the site from time to time.”


    “That is what you told Mrs. Parnell, I mean, my grandmother?”


    “Yes. That is what she came to find out. She talked to many people in our village. She drank sherry with them, and she smoked a lot of cigarettes. She talked about the war with the old men. Everyone liked her very much. She even spoke some Italian. Quite a bit more than you do.”


    “That doesn't surprise me. So she wanted to talk about the plane. And she found out what she wanted to.”


    “Well, this is what I need to tell you. I wasn't going to talk about it, because it was so long ago, and she seemed satisfied with what she heard. My mother is a good woman. She said I must go to her and tell her the truth.”


    “And what truth was that?”


    “The truth about the parachute.”


    “There was a parachute?”


    “Let me explain. I was just a child. I didn't even know what it was, this wonderful billowing white silky fabric. You must understand, we had nothing. The economy was devastated by the war. The Germans took the food from our kitchens. We barely had clothes on our backs at that point in the war. Some people didn't have shoes in the winter. I had never seen anything like that wonderful fabric. I wanted it. The men were dead, so it didn't matter to them. I gathered it up, and I hid it under some stones at the edge of the field. I wasn't foolish enough to hide it in the house because, if the Germans came, they would think we had something to do with the dead airmen. There was nothing we could do for them. I hid it, and I kept quiet, but I didn't forget it was there. When the war was over, I uncovered it, and my mother used it to make me a confirmation dress. That's how I learned to sew. My mother taught me. I made my living that way. The parachute never mattered until now. It was just one of those strange and tragic things that came out of that terrible time.”


    “Of course, it did make a difference.”


    “No one wanted to talk about these things at the time. I wasn't even supposed to know about the plane. After so many years, I never thought it would matter.”


    “What did you tell my grandmother?”


    “That I had found the parachute.”


    “Which meant that someone must have parachuted before the crash. Did she ask you if there was a body found outside the plane?”


    “Si, she did ask. There wasn't.”


    “So someone may have walked away from the downed flight.”


    She shrugged. “Who can say? At the time, of course, no one spoke of such things to children. We couldn't be trusted not to blurt something out to the soldiers.”


    “Point taken. What did she do after you told her about the parachute?”


    “She was terribly shocked. She turned as white as your pillow case. She had to have a glass of sherry and rest. She closed her eyes. I admit I was worried. I thought I'd made a mistake by telling her.” Orianna bit her lip.


    “Then did she leave Berli?” I had a horrible vision of Mrs. Parnell, brimming with sherry, pale with shock, plunging off the mountain road into the foggy night.


    Orianna looked up again. “After she spoke to me, she returned to talk to all the old men of the village, and she asked them more questions.”


    “And do you know what they said?”


    “I do not. I was not there. I have told you everything I know, signora.”


    
      * * *
    


    Orianna left without revealing anything else, although she had given me plenty to chew on. It was nearly midnight; the bar was closed, so there was no way of dragging anything else out of anyone. The crabby signora had vanished into her personal accommodations, most likely to polish her own possessions. Fog swathed the street. I offered to drive Orianna home. She laughed at the idea.


    “I think this short trip will be much more dangerous in a car. We might end up in someone's salotto. There's nothing much to worry about. I can't see anyone in this fog, and no one can see me.”


    She had a point.


    I accompanied her halfway home, then walked quickly back. Naturally, I was wide awake, no doubt because of a combination of the provocative information she had given me, the creepy quality of the fog, and the fact that, by my body clock, it was still late afternoon.


    There had been no message from Ray. What kind of day was he having that he couldn't pick up the phone?


    I navigated the tables in the empty bar to the public phone.


    This time, I reached Ray's home answering machine on the first ring. I suppose that was an improvement. I left a message. He still didn't answer his cell.


    I looked around the bar. In the pale light from the hallway, it was a ghostly place. The bistro-style chairs had been upturned on tables for ease of sweeping. In the gloom, they took on a menacing look. When had I turned into such a wuss? I jumped once, when I thought I saw someone sitting in the corner, but it was a merely a stack of chairs. A trick of the light.


    I was well and truly stuck. There was no one to talk to. Nothing to do. Nowhere to go in the goddam fog. At the same time, I had plenty to worry about. Who was the man who was following Mrs. Parnell? Had he found her? What did he want? Where had she gone next? And most important, would she end up with a full-blown heart attack on her own in Italy, maybe even behind the wheel on a winding mountain road.


    I checked my watch for the umpteenth time. Alvin wasn't answering and, more pertinent, even if he did pick up the phone, he wouldn't have had time to discount the nonsensical story that Mrs. Parnell had a son.


    I helped myself to a glass of the house red and left a couple of Euros on the bar. I needed a good plan, and I stomped back to my room to make one. The big issue: the next step. I had wanted to head out after Mrs. Parnell as soon as the fog lifted. Now I had to try to get a group of hostile villagers to tell me what they had talked about. I was glad Orianna had agreed to help me. I spent a bit of time studying the map of Italy. I had no idea what to do next, and the wine was no help.


    What would Mrs. Parnell do?


    I lay there thinking of Mrs. P. spouting her favourite military catch phrases. Did any of them apply to this situation? Don't fire until you see the whites of their eyes. Bombs away. Know your enemy. That one seemed to fit. Orianna had mentioned that Mrs. P. warned the villagers not to give any information to anyone who followed her. That told me she was wary. And that was good news. But was she also wary of me? Could she know I was following her?


    What else would she say? Once you know your enemy, keep him guessing. That worked. There were three more towns on my list. Pieve San Simone, Montechiaro and Alcielo.


    A logical route would be straight south to Pieve San Simone, then directly across Eastern Tuscany on back roads to Alcielo. After that, a northeast turn would lead to Montechiaro. Mrs. P. knew me well enough to be sure I would want to take the logical route. I would never start with Montechiaro, because it was not in the logical loop and would mean doubling back and extra distance.


    Okay. Montechiaro it would be.


    Eventually, I fell into a troubled sleep, my dreams full of swirling fog, faceless men driving Mercedes, downed planes in gardens and little girls wrapped in billowing white silk.


    
      * * *
    


    I did a double-take as I walked into the bar at ten o'clock the next morning. I'd had a lousy rest and still managed to sleep late. The old men were waiting for me. The glowering looks were gone.


    I smiled, and the world smiled with me.


    “Buon giorno, signora,” the proprietor said. A grin creased her heavy-jowled face.


    “Buon giorno,” I said.


    The old men nodded. Some went so far as to smile gap-toothed grins. Something had happened to change everyone's attitude. My money was on Orianna.


    For some reason, I was starving. Maybe fog does that to you. And speaking of fog, the village was still shrouded. I wouldn't be going anywhere in a hurry. I settled down to a caffè latte, and fresh crusty bread and cheese for breakfast, then turned my attention to the gentlemen. I was more than a bit relieved when the door swung open and Orianna appeared, looking much more rested than I did. And, even better, ready to translate.


    The old gentlemen were all pleased to talk about the war. The trick was not in getting them to talk, rather in getting them to focus. I couldn't have done it without Orianna, for sure.


    “Ask them if they think that someone actually escaped from the plane.” I sat back and waited. This question created a great deal of loud talking. I felt a buzz of excitement too.


    “They think it's possible,” Orianna said.


    “How would someone survive under those circumstances? Where would they hide? You mentioned that the Germans were searching the villages.”


    “Partigiani,” was the answer. The word echoed. Everyone said it at least once. Everyone nodded vigorously when anyone else said it.


    Partisans.


    Orianna extracted key bits from the bubbling talk and distilled them for me.


    After a volley of information, I said, “So the partisans were hiding in the mountains?”


    “Yes, they led the resistance against the Germans. It was very dangerous. They had other people with them, sometimes infiltrators from the Allies, soldiers who were separated from their platoons, escaped prisoners. Americans, British, Canadians too. Even Russians. I don't know really all the details. I was just a little girl. And these men here,” she looked around, “they were not partisans, they were poor farmers, hiding in the root cellars or in the woods until the war was over. They would hear rumours. They wouldn't know for sure.”


    “What happened to the partisans after the war?”


    “They went home, back to their lives, I imagine. They were young, adventurous types.”


    “Were there any from your village.”


    “A few, yes. They are all dead now.”


    “Do you think you could find someone who would have been a partisan hiding in these mountains?”


    “I could try. There is probably someone who would love to talk about those old adventures. It will take some time. I will have to talk maybe to the librarian and see whose names they have in documents in the city hall.”


    “Thank you, Orianna. I'll be on the move around Italy. I'll stay in touch and see if you've found anyone.”


    “I will do my best.”


    “Okay, now please ask these men about the so-called son. Did anyone see him?”


    “What does he look like?”


    I sighed. “Middle-aged. Maybe dark hair. Maybe wearing a raincoat. That's the best I can do.”


    A minute later, Orianna shook her head. “Except for your grandmother, you are the only stranger who has been asking questions around Berli.”


    That was good news, unless by some far-fetched connection, the so-called son was known in Berli, and they were covering up for him. What were the chances? Poor, I decided.


    
      * * *
    


    The fog lifted by noon, leaving a soft, glistening green behind on the mountains and pastures and the odd wisp of mist. I prepared to set out with a packed lunch from the now friendly signora and many good wishes from several of the good people of Berli.


    I was surprised Orianna hadn't been there to say goodbye. She'd done so much to help me, and I wanted to thank her one last time. I decided to trot down the ruella and knock on her door. As I tossed my bag and backpack into the Ka, I spotted her.


    She was running up the steep road, scarf flying in the wind like a victory flag. I straightened up and waited.


    “Grazie a Dio,” she said. “I was very afraid to miss you.”


    “I wouldn't have left without saying ciao.”


    She threw her arms around me. “I have wonderful news!”


    
      London, United Kingdom

      February 13, 1945


      My dear Miss Wilkinson,


      I hope that my attentions have not been in any way responsible for the termination of your engagement to Harrison Jones. If I have contributed to this, I apologize profusely. However, I would like to add that Sgt. Jones turned out to be a most shortsighted and foolish man, if you will pardon my unsolicited opinion.


      I would hope that, at some time, we will find ourselves in a congenial setting where we might resume our discussions about music. Although you are a most intelligent woman, I cannot share your view of the works of Shostakovich, and would appreciate an opportunity to make my case more fully on the topic.


      Yours very sincerely,


      Walter Parnell

    

  


  
    Eleven


    “You found her?” I shouted.


    Oriana's face fell. “Sorry. But I have found a partigiano for you. Someone who was here in the war and who was connected to everything that went on. He was connected to many partisan brigades. My mother remembered some people who knew some other people, and we were finally able to locate him. He is eighty-seven years old. I spoke to him on the telephone, and his mind is still very clear.”


    “Thank you. This might be just what I need.” Of course, it might also be a total waste of time. I didn't say that. If Mrs. P. had been there, instead of on the run, she would have shouted, “Onward into the breech!”


    “I hope so. His name is Luciano Falcone. He was a famous partisan. They called him il Falco.”


    “The Falcon. I'll write down the information,” I said, reaching for my bag in the car.


    “I have already written it, with his address.” She handed me a small piece of paper, with neat European style handwriting and a name, address and telephone number. “He is expecting to hear from you and will be happy to talk about his time in the mountains here.”


    “He's in Florence?” I said.


    “Yes. Firenze. Is that a problem?”


    “Of course not,” I said, although I had a plan, and Florence didn't figure into it. No point in disappointing Orianna after all her efforts. I'd just keep going south to Montechiaro and head back up to Florence afterwards if I didn't locate Mrs. P.


    “It is just a few hours from here,” she said. “You Canadians are used to long distances.”


    She had a point. What was a couple of hours? Florence it would be, after I'd exhausted the towns on my list. After a final round of hugs and cheek-kisses, I got into the Ka and turned the key. I gave a wave at the send-off party, a cluster of ancient farmers, Orianna and the still smiling proprietor, who reached through the Ka window to give me a bearhug.


    Italy always took a bit of getting used to. I pulled away to a chorus of ciao! ciao! ciao!


    I soon whipped past the tiny main street and headed down the steep and winding mountain road. As I had promised myself, I pulled over and stopped at every point I could on the way down. I found no skid marks and no silver Opels lying crumpled at the foot of rocky hills.


    I was surprised at how soon I was passing through the nameless village, where I'd spent the first night. I'd forgotten there was a cross-roads. I pulled over, checked the map, and concluded after some poking around, that if I took one road, it could knock some mileage off my approach to Montechiaro.


    A small group of cars was clustered outside the bar, and people were standing around enjoying the absence of fog and the presence of sunlight. That dashing young man about the village, Dario, pulled up behind the Ka in his red Alpha Romeo. I waved, and he hopped out of his car, looking like a billboard ad, all that bedhead to go with the bedroom eyes. Good thing my affections were committed.


    “Bella!” he shouted. What the hell, maybe he'd heard something. I got out of my car, and he greeted me with a triple cheek kiss. He made a valiant attempt to entice me into the bar to eat something.


    “No, thanks.” I remembered to get back into character. “I was wondering if you'd heard anything about my grandmother. Did she drive through here on her way from Berli?”


    “Sorry, I didn't see her. I am not on this road all the time. Just when I am fortunato.”


    “Can you ask these people, please, Dario. Remind them she was driving a silver Opel.”


    “Of course.”


    No one claimed to have seen her on the road. It had been foggy, they reminded me. And it was still nippy, even if the sun was shining. Dario said, “They told me to tell you it's a good day to be inside drinking grappa with your friends. They think you might want to try that too.”


    “Not a chance.”


    I knew enough about grappa to stay away from it. There are potent drinks, and there are really potent drinks, and then there is grappa.


    I was distracted by a minor fuss. A tiny old man, bent nearly double, was jabbering at Dario, in a high-pitched whine. I didn't remember this man from my visit the day before. He wasn't a type you could forget easily.


    Dario nodded and nodded and laughed.


    Everyone else laughed too.


    I waited. Finally I could wait no more.


    “What did he say?”


    “He said he saw an old woman driving very fast. Like a Formula One driver.


    “That's my nonna,” I said proudly. “Which way did she go? Dov'è andata?” That was one of my better Italian phrases, and one which I figured I would get to use again at some point.


    Dario pointed to the road that went south, the one I would take if I were to head to Pieve San Simone.


    This seemed to enrage the tiny man. He jumped up and down, and shouted at Dario. He gave him a whack on the backside for good measure. The crowd howled.


    “Scusate, zio,” Dario kept saying, laughing.


    The small man turned to me and pointed emphatically in the other direction.


    “Grazie,” I said and stammered out something in Italian that was supposed to mean “Did you see a Mercedes following her?”


    No results there. I was at the end of my useful Italian. I turned to Dario. He shrugged. He was going to end up with a lot of wrinkles on that pretty face if he kept using those expressions.


    “Please, Dario. Ask him again. I really need your help.”


    He ran his hand through his hair. “Sure, for you, bella,” he grinned and turned to the elderly man.


    A torrent of Italian followed. Everyone joined in. A few more people, who had been inside drinking grappa, emerged to join the chaos. The Mercedes excited a lot of chatter.


    “What are they saying?” I asked Dario.


    “Different things,” he said. “What would you like to hear? You can have your many choices.”


    I nodded in the direction of the small, fierce gentleman. “What does this man say?”


    “Now he says a car stopped in the fog. He doesn't know what kind of car, and he doesn't know which way the car went. He says maybe someone else in the village will know. If you are not in a hurry, he will ask everyone.”


    I kept a straight face. “Thank him very much for me, but I have to leave right away. I have an appointment. I guess it means the Mercedes…”


    “…with your uncle driving,” Dario added helpfully.


    “Yes, I guess it means he didn't see where my grandmother went.”


    “I think that is true,” Dario said.


    “Well,” I said, keeping the grin of relief from spreading across my face.


    I thanked the old man and shook his hand. Dario beamed on the sideline. He sidled up next to me and said, “Do you have a cellulare, bella?”


    “My cellphone doesn't seem to work in Italy.”


    “I will give you my number. I will let you know if we see your nonna again. I will find out for you.”


    “Terrific. I'll check in with you later.”


    Dario scribbled a number on a piece of paper, and I dropped it into my purse. I was eager to get away, especially since Mrs. P. was driving like a race driver. I hopped into the Ka before I got another hug. I'm not all that huggy and kissy as a rule. Even without Ray in my life, I wouldn't have been looking for a weekend romance in a strange country. If I read Dario's body language right, that's what he had in mind. I'm not the girliest girl, and I wouldn't have thought that an unglamorous widowed lawyer wearing running shoes would be his type, but I didn't have time to fret about that. The old man seemed certain about the direction she'd driven off in. Southeast, unless I was mistaken.


    I thought about it as I turned the key. None of the towns on our list were in that direction. Was Mrs. P. just trying to give her so-called son the slip? That made sense. It didn't give me any guidance about where to go next. The profound feeling of relief I'd experienced evaporated. Italy might be small compared to Canada, but it was still a hell of a lot of territory to comb looking for one very fast and tricky elderly lady who definitely didn't want to be found.


    Of course, a new thought came to me.


    Southeast would lead me to Florence.


    Firenze.


    The home of Luciano Falcone. Ridiculous coincidence? Or belated stroke of luck?


    The thought of driving in Florence made my stomach hurt. Florence was a spectacular medieval city renowned for its art, architecture, magnificent piazzas, jaywalking tourists, gouging prices, suicidal scooters and other frenetic Italian drivers, not to mention five-hundred-year-old streets that switched from one-way to two-way at whim. I was going to have to negotiate those ancient streets in my mobile dehumidifier. And for all I knew, Mrs. Parnell could have just waited to give that Mercedes the slip and headed for one of the other destinations.


    Any decision was better than no decision, I knew that. There was no way to be sure I was doing the right thing. It was important to do something. A new thought dawned on me, as I thought about Florence and the navigational chaos I would encounter in the middle of the city. There was something else in the middle of Florence.


    The letters O, R and E. ORE, the one word we hadn't been able to figure out on the list on Mrs. Parnell's telephone book. To hell with Pieve San Simone, Montechiaro and Alcielo.


    My decision was made.


    
      * * *
    


    During the trip, my brain worked overtime. I tried to think like Mrs. Parnell. What would she do after she gave this guy the slip, which I was sure she had? Was this direction just a diversionary tactic? Did she still intend to visit the other towns? Had she ever intended to visit them? Did he have the same list of towns? If so, it was just a matter of time until he found out where she was. The first thing she'd do would be to ditch the Opel, which was large and noticeable. She'd decide on camouflage.


    Florence was a major centre, and I knew from personal experience that all the car rental agencies had offices in the city. It would be easy enough to switch cars, even if you had to pay a penalty. Mrs. Parnell is always willing to pay for what she wants. If my memory served, the car rental spot I needed was not too far from the railway station and near the highway leaving town. Knowing it and finding it were two different things, of course.


    Eventually, tired, cranky and unbelievably lost on the outskirts of town, I parked the Ka and sought out a small, pleasant trattoria. I asked for a telephone book along with a menu. I gobbled a calzone without tasting a bite. I found the address for the car rental Mrs. P. had used and picked up a flurry of conflicting directional advice from the staff and the other diners. I was on my way.


    No one said it would be easy, and it wasn't. After a ridiculously long time, I wedged the Ka in a half parking space and scoured the area on foot. I was hot and tired, when I found what I was looking for.


    “Hello.” I smiled brightly at the middle-aged man behind the desk. He looked tired, irritable and bored, in equal parts. “I hope you can help me. I believe my grandmother planned to exchange her vehicle for one that was easier for her arthritis. She was renting an Opel from you. Her name is Violet Parnell. I am hoping to catch up with her before she leaves the city. She needs a bit of help with her trip. I can just wait around if she hasn't been in yet.”


    The rental agent didn't seem to have any concern with checking out the information for me. I'd learned that a grandmother is the one key that opens all doors. He nodded, and after a few taps on the keyboard, I had my answer.


    “Sorry, signora. We have no one by that name.”


    I felt myself deflate. Had I been wrong in assessing her strategy? I didn't think so. She would have to use her real name. She'd probably had to show her passport. I now knew her maiden name since reading some of those letters. No harm in trying. “Sorry,” I said. “I meant to say Violet Wilkinson. Parnell was her husband's name.”


    Bingo.


    Pretty sneaky, Mrs. P. Two can play sneaky games. She had indeed returned the Opel, the agent told me. Her new car wasn't ready yet.


    “I'll wait,” I said.


    “Domani mattina, signora.” He smiled. “Scusate, it will not be ready until tomorrow.”


    “Tomorrow?” I said. “That's fine. I'll just check in with her at her hotel. She's at the Paris Hotel, is she?” I gave the name of the hotel Paul and I had chosen on our honeymoon. I held my breath to see if he would fall for this new ploy and reveal the place she was staying. My usual concerns about the value of privacy were well overwhelmed by my need to know and know fast.


    He frowned at the screen. “Strano. It seems we do not have a local address. She will be picking up the new vehicle at one o'clock.”


    “That's fine,” I said. “I'll find her. What kind of car was she able to get this time? Was it a Ka, by any chance?”


    “Ma no, signora! A Ka! No no no no. No. She selected a Volvo sedan. Very nice. Molto elegante.”


    “She likes those,” I said.


    I left the office and ambled along the sidewalk. There were hundreds, if not thousands, of places to stay in and around Florence, so there wasn't much chance I could find her hotel.


    I decided I needed a place to stay. I could use the time to check out the partisan, signor Falcone, then pounce on Mrs. P. at the car rental. Since it had been a what-the-hell kind of day, I decided on the Hotel Paris. It would be a nice treat and a trip back in time. I allowed myself plenty of time to find the hotel, counting on being lost. It took even longer. Lucky me, there was a room available. That's the nice thing about the foggy old off-season.


    I got a reasonable deal on a room on the fourth floor and dragged my sorry ass up the stairs. I had fond memories of the historic mansion with high ceilings and casement windows that opened over the narrow street outside. The decorations were vaguely Florentine, with frescos and curlicues. The bed was welcoming. I conked out seconds after getting into the room and slept for a while. That was one bad habit I'd need to drop, and soon.


    I spent a half hour in the shower and emerged, shampooed, clean and rested. I changed from my jeans to my black pants and jacket. I slipped on the leather loafers, because a woman wearing running shoes would not get taken seriously in Florence. I fiddled with the silk scarf until it looked right and finished with a slash of the Graffiti Red. I was ready to deal with the Florentines.


    I used the hotel phone to call the number for L. Falcone. No answer.


    Okay. No problem.


    The Paris Hotel was within easy walking distance of the historic centre of Florence. I had plenty to keep myself busy until someone answered. Just to be on the safe side, I headed downstairs and double-checked with the front desk. Could they show me how to get to this address?


    I left with a map. The route to Luciano Falcone's house was marked out in yellow highlighter. No more than a forty-minute walk. A piece of cake compared to five minutes behind the wheel in this town.


    First, I headed along the street to find a payphone to check in on the home front.


    
      * * *
    


    Alvin took seven rings to answer the phone. I reminded myself that we were being nice to each other and said, “Glad you could bring yourself to answer. Have you heard anything from Mrs. Parnell?”


    “That means you haven't either.”


    “No luck so far.”


    “That's so bad. Where are you?”


    “I'm at the Paris Hotel in Florence, if you need to reach me, and, believe me, I'm thinking of nothing else but finding her.”


    “Florence? You're in friggin’ Florence? With Violet at death's door? You're at the Paris Hotel? Sounds very cushy. Too bad you're not here answering the phone, and I'm not over there trying to find Violet. It's not like we got all the time in the world to find her, before she has a heart attack. I don't really want to be planning a funeral.” Alvin's voice went up at least an octave during this.


    I kept my own voice level. “I know it's urgent, Alvin. You don't need to remind me about that. And I am not in Florence on an art tour. Mrs. Parnell is here.”


    “Florence wasn't on the list.”


    “Remember that fragment? Ore. Think about it. There's a man here who might be able to help. Anyway, any luck on tracking down the son?”


    “That's another thing, all that stuff about the son. She doesn't have a son. I spent all day checking. Your sister Alexa got Conn on it. It was a crazy idea anyway. He came up empty. No big surprise. How could Violet have a son and us not know a thing about it?”


    “Of course, she would have told us if she had a family. But we had to check it out. If he's not her son, then he's pretending to be her son. He can't be up to any good. Anyway, we have to follow up on whatever we find out on either side of the Atlantic, no matter how weird it might be. I have something else for you. And don't sigh like that. Now I need you to find out about the crash of a bomber in 1944 in the mountains, near Berli. The information would have surfaced after the war.”


    “Okay, sure, downed planes in 1944. What's the connection to Violet?”


    “I don't know. She was in that village, and that plane seems to have been a big secret deal during the war. Someone told me that she was very upset about it.”


    “You mean that could be connected with the dead guy Violet was talking about?”


    “Maybe. I don't know. See what you can turn up. See who was on it. Any luck with the security images?”


    “Not so far. Do you have any idea how long it takes to watch twenty-four hours worth of images on six separate cameras?”


    “Stiff upper lip, Alvin. Talk to you later.”


    I called Ray Deveau next. No answer at home. No answer on the cell. So much for romance.


    
      * * *
    


    I tried the telephone number for Luciano Falcone once more. No luck there either. Then I did a little calculation. He would have been a bit older than my father. My father often doesn't hear the phone ringing these days, especially if he's chosen to leave his hearing aid in his dresser drawer.


    The address was in Oltarno, the other side of the Arno River. According to the reception clerk, it was not too far past the Pitti Palace and the Boboli Gardens. Paul and I had ambled along that route together on our honeymoon. I didn't let myself dwell on that.


    I strolled through the narrow medieval streets, crammed with tall stone buildings housing small shops, restaurants, businesses and homes. I deliberately chose those streets off the beaten track to avoid the tourists. I also gave the Ponte Vecchio a miss. Too many memories. Instead I took the Ponte Santa Trinità, the next bridge down. There was less foot traffic on that one, and it had a great view of the river and the city on both sides, if you cared about the view, which at that moment I didn't.


    After several wrong turns on foot, I finally found the address. signor Falcone lived behind a door-sized gate in faded black. Two black metal pots with geraniums flanked it. I rang the doorbell next to the name Falcone. No answer. I rang again. A curly-haired boy of about twelve opened the door. He could have rivalled any cherub in any painting in the Uffizi gallery. This was a modern-day cherub though, wearing a long-sleeved soccer shirt and expensive-looking running shoes which made his feet look huge. Apparently, I scared him. He squeaked, ducked past me, skittered along the curving street and disappeared around the corner. I put on a burst of speed and caught up with him. I managed to trap him in a corner. I did hope that no conscientious Florentine would call the carabinieri. What was the matter with the kid? He squirmed and whimpered. There was no reason for him to look quite so terrified.


    I said in garbled Italian, “I am looking for signor Falcone. No one seems to answer. He is an old man. Do you know if he is at home?”


    He stared at me. “Signor Falcone?”


    “Si!” I shouted joyfully.


    “È morto.” His lip quivered.


    “Morto? Dead? That can't be.”


    “Si. È morto. Certamente.”


    His huge luminous dark eyes filled with tears. Was signor Falcone his grandfather?


    “I am sorry,” I said in my best Italian.


    He rubbed his nose on his sleeve. He shook his head.


    “He was expecting to hear from me,” I said.


    “Aspetti, signora.” The young man turned, ran back along the narrow curving street and vanished into the house of Luciano Falcone. I hurried after him, thinking no matter how horribly inopportune this death was, it was obviously a personal tragedy as well. As I reached the black door again, the boy emerged with a woman. She was tall and voluptuous, like Italian film stars of the fifties, with the same dark hair and luminous eyes as the boy. Hers were rimmed in red. He rattled on in Italian, pointing to me. She blew her nose and then nodded.


    “La mamma,” he said to me, in explanation, “parla inglese.”


    She introduced herself as Maria Martello. “I am speaking English only a little bit.”


    “Already I can tell that your English is much better than my Italian.”


    “Thank you, signora,” she said. “How can I help you?”


    “Your son tells me that signor Falcone is dead.”


    She choked up as she spoke. “Si. A car hit the signore in the street. He was just going to the Bar 45 for a caffè corretto. He went every day. He would have a beautiful lunch, a little nap. Then he would walk to see his friends. He was very old. Perhaps he fall down in front of the car.”


    Caffè corretto, I knew from happy experience, was espresso “corrected” with a shot of grappa. I also knew it could knock your socks off if you weren't used to it. Most Italians seemed to have adapted well to the correction. It was only tourists who fell over as a rule.


    “You think he fell?” I said. “What a shock that must have been for you.”


    “It was a tragedia.”


    “Signor Falcone was your father?”


    “No, I am the housekeeper. He was wonderful man, very good to me and to Fabrizio, my son. He is very upset.”


    “When did this happen? Recently?”


    “Oggi. Today. This afternoon.”


    “This afternoon? I can't believe it.”


    She began to weep. “Why now, when he was so happy?”


    “Now, when he was so happy? Why was he happy now?”


    “Because after all these years, the telephone was ringing and people were coming to ask him about the war. He loved to talk about the war,” she wailed.


    “What people?”


    “A signora. An old woman. The age like signor Falcone. She came to see him.”


    I fished in my backpack and pulled out the battered poster of Mrs. Parnell. “Is this the woman?”


    “Si. This one.”


    “And she was here today.”


    “Si. This afternoon.”


    “And what happened?”


    “They talked and talked. They laughed a bit, they talked some more. I make them lunch,” she sniffed. “They did not eat much, they drank some sherry. They talk and talk more.”


    “What did they talk about?”


    “I did not listen too much. I had much work to do, and I was glad signor Falcone had someone else to talk to this time.”


    “You said people wanted to talk about the war. Do you think that's what it was?”


    “Yes, the war for sure.”


    “Did they seem sad? Upset?”


    “Signor Falcone was a big partisan. Sometimes it makes the old people cry to remember the war. Not signor Falcone. He had funny stories. I have heard them all a thousand times. They are not quite so funny after a while.”


    “And the signora?”


    She stopped to think. “Si, perhaps whatever they talked about made her sad, but something made her furiosa.”


    “You didn't hear what she said?”


    “Just her voice. Very angry. And signor Falcone trying to make her cheerful again.”


    “Did he succeed?”


    She shrugged. “I was not really listening.”


    “Do you know where the signora went after?”


    “I do not know.” She turned and spoke rapidly to Fabrizio, who was leaning against the wall scuffing his feet. He answered just as rapidly.


    His mother turned back to me. “Scusate, signora. We do not know. To her hotel, I think,” she said.


    “Did she have a car?”


    The woman shrugged again. “I did not see her arrive.”


    “You said that people came to see him. Who else?”


    “Si. Look you are here.”


    “Besides me.”


    “No one else came. A man called on the telephone, and he was going to meet the signore.”


    “And then the man didn't come here?”


    “He make an appuntamento. He did not come yet, because the appuntamento was for five o'clock and by that time, the signore was already…”


    I touched her sleeve and said, “This must be very hard.”


    “Si. I don't know what we will do.”


    “Did you see what happened?”


    She reached for her son. “Fabrizio saw it. He is very upset.”


    I glanced at the boy. The kid was definitely shaken, all right. And more than just shaken.


    “What about the car that hit him? Was the driver arrested?”


    “They did not find him. He left signor Falcone to die on the road. Disgraziato!”


    I gave her a minute. “Did anyone see the car? Did anyone tell the police?”


    She said, “Of course, the police were called. I heard my neighbour crying. I thought it was Fabrizio. I ran out and…”


    “And the car was gone?”


    “Si.”


    “Your neighbour saw it happen?”


    “She found signor Falcone lying in the middle of the road.”


    “Maybe she knows what kind of car?”


    “I don't think so.”


    “That information might save someone else.”


    “But why?” she stopped and stared. She brought her apron up to her mouth. “Dio mio!”


    The boy turned as white as marble.


    “Was the car a black Mercedes-Benz?”


    Fabrizio tore past me and raced along the street and around the corner. I said, “He's understandably upset.”


    I would have chased the kid, but I wanted to talk to the neighbour, and I needed his mother with me. Half an hour later, I'd had a long conversation with the woman who'd found signor Falcone. We stood in her doorway, our conversation translated by the signora, including the hand movements, tears and words of lamentation which needed no translation. At the end of the conversation, I had no new information. A fine and generous old man had been killed. No one knew quite how. No one had seen anything. Everyone was stunned. I knew since neither woman invited me in and forced food on me, that they must have been in shock.


    “And the police?” I said, winding up the conversation.


    They both shrugged, implying what was the use of police?


    Maria Martello said, “Of course, police officers came, lots of police. Photographers too. The ambulance took signor Falcone away.”


    A remnant of red and white police tape still flickered in the breeze in the spot the women had pointed to, although the police had obviously come and gone. I didn't know how the Italians handled these things as a rule, but these narrow streets couldn't be completely blocked off for any length of time without chaos.


    “I need to talk to one of his friends. Someone else who might have been in the mountains near Berli as a partisan.”


    Maria Martello spread her hands, a silent entreaty. “Signora. It is very hard for me to think of anything today.”


    “I realize that this is a tragic day for you. It's important for his memory. Can you think of someone, maybe not here in Florence? Anywhere in Italy. Anywhere, anytime.”


    She paused. “There might be someone. I will try to check his papers. He has photographs and names in the apartment. There is one old friend. Maybe I can find that.”


    “Thank you. Did you see photos? Photos of when he was a partisan?”


    “Si.”


    “Could I have a look at them?”


    She hesitated.


    I knew she was wondering about the rightness of this, as I would have been myself. That was not my problem. I needed something to move forward on. I tried to smile sadly, in a trustworthy fashion.


    “It would help so much,” I said.


    The signora might have been distraught, but she was not stupid. I could tell that she was starting to wonder about me and what I really wanted. Perhaps she was processing the idea that, if the death had not been an accident, and since people wanted to talk to him about the war, there might be some connection. She seemed like an honest and transparent person. I could imagine her thoughts written on her face.


    “I must go to my son,” she said. “He is very upset. Later, I will look.”


    “Please give me your address and telephone number, signora,” I said.


    She looked surprised. “This is my home. Fabrizio and I live here, with the signore.”


    “I didn't realize that,” I said.


    “I do not know what will happen to us now.”


    “Did signor Falcone have any children?”


    She shook her head absently. I hoped that the kind and generous old man had made formal provisions for Maria and Fabrizio, since they were pretty damn ripped up about his death.


    As I left, the signora went off in search of her boy, pausing briefly to lock the door.


    “Firenze is full of thieves now,” she said, meeting my eyes.


    I tried not to take it personally.


    
      Toronto, Ontario

      June 12, 1946


      My dearest Violet,


      What excellent news to hear that you plan to attend Queen's University. I think you will make an excellent mathematician, and it would be a waste not to take advantage of the government's education program. Perhaps you will be able to teach it after you graduate. If you were a man, I'd say you would make a first-rate lawyer, but teaching is a very fine job for a woman. As it is, I would like to be a fly on the wall in your classes. You will give the boys a run for their money and probably your professors too.


      I am continuing my own studies. I have been accepted to medical school. It will be good to put one's energy into saving lives instead of taking them or watching helplessly as one's colleagues fall.


      The next few years should be quite demanding. However, Kingston is not so very far from Toronto. It is easy enough to get the train between the cities. I hope we would be able to get together. Perhaps next Christmas would work out for both of us. I certainly hope so.


      Yours very sincerely,


      Walter

    

  


  
    Twelve


    I trotted off towards Bar 45, which turned out to be two winding streets away. Fabrizio's mother ran in the opposite direction. I could hear her calling her boy's name until I rounded the corner.


    Just before I reached the bar, I glanced through the front window of a small convenience store as I passed it. Fabrizio was there, flashing a wad of Euros. I stopped and watched. A nasty thought flickered in my head. Fabrizio's mother had been signor Falcone's housekeeper. Fabrizio was very well-dressed, and now here he was, a young boy with a lot of money. Did he have a new source of cash? Could his mother afford to indulge him this much? I asked myself whether someone might have slipped that boy a bundle to let them know when the late signor Falcone was about to cross the small street for his caffè corretto.


    An ugly question. The answer was possibly even worse. Fabrizio jumped when my hand landed on his shoulder. He whirled and squirmed. I held tight until he slumped and hung his head. His plump lower lip quivered.


    The proprietor rolled her eyes. I guess she'd seen a bit too much of Fabrizio and, anyway, she already had his money. She wagged her bony finger at him. “Cattivo ragazzo.”


    Bad boy.


    I gave him my most wolfish smile. I fished out my pocket dictionary and pieced together the phrase, “I will keep your secret.”


    Tears filled Fabrizio's eyes.


    I handed him a tissue to blow his nose.


    I said in Italian, “Did someone pay you?”


    “No,” he said, “no, no, no.”


    “Si,” I said. “Si, si, si.”


    “No, no, signora.”


    I checked the dizionario again.


    “Si. I know what you did. I have proof,” I said or hoped I said in Italian.


    Fabrizio began to wail. I was able to piece through his blubbering that a man had called, the man had paid him, he loved signor Falcone, his mother loved signor Falcone, he thought the man was a friend who would surprise signor Falcone, he never thought it was so bad to do that. A little surprise, a nice thing, and so many Euros to buy treats.


    I said, “It's not your fault, Fabrizio. The man tricked you.”


    Before Fabrizio became too much more upset, I tried to get a description of the man. “You are sure you didn't see him?”


    He shook his head, sending tears flying.


    “And the car, was it a Mercedes-Benz?”


    That triggered another bout of sobs. “Non l'ho visto,” he said.


    Okay, as far as I could tell, he hadn't seen the man or the car. After listening to him blubbering for a bit, the best I could understand was that the money had been tucked behind a flower pot.


    “You must tell the police, Fabrizio,” I said.


    I couldn't really follow his distraught response. It contained lots of mammas and sobs.


    I managed to more or less convey the following: “You must do it for signor Falcone and for your mother. You did something a little bit wrong, but someone else killed your old friend, and you have no choice. You have to be a man, Fabrizio. For your mother.”


    Fabrizio sat straighter, dried his eyes. “Per la mamma.”


    I said, “Anche per signor Falcone.”


    Fabrizio swallowed hard.


    I handed him another tissue to mop his dripping nose and moved on before it got too late. I could have called the police myself, but something told me that would just slow things down. Time was what I didn't have. I also didn't want to have to explain holding Fabrizio against his will, even for a minute.


    
      * * *
    


    I needed help. A sane voice. Advice. I checked my watch and made for the nearest public telephone before continuing on. The phone was picked up on the first ring for once.


    “Is Ray there?” I said.


    “Nah.” Ashley, the second daughter.


    “Do you know when he'll be back?”


    “Nah.”


    “Do you know where he is?”


    “No idea.”


    “Okay. This is his friend, Camilla. We have met.”


    “Yeah.”


    “I'm calling from Italy. I really need to speak to him.”


    “He's not here.”


    “He's not back in the hospital, is he?”


    “Why would he be in the hospital?”


    “When he had his appendix out in the fall, he ended up in ICU. I wondered if that was it.”


    “Oh, yeah that.”


    “So he's not sick?”


    “I don't think he's in the hospital. Brittaneeee!! Is Dad in the hospital again? Wha’? Okay. No, he's not in the hospital.”


    I massaged my temple with my free hand. “Is it possible to talk to your aunt?”


    “Look, Carmella, can you call back later or something? I'm on the other line and it's, like, real important.”


    
      * * *
    


    Fine. You win some, you lose some.


    Alvin didn't answer when I tried calling again, and the machine did not pick up. I was in Florence without a clue how to find Mrs. Parnell among the million or so tourists who still thronged the city in November, despite the crappy drizzle. I had eighteen hours to kill.


    I needed to organize my thoughts for a few minutes before I talked to signor Falcone's friends. Just to clear my head and make sure I asked the right questions. If you need to amble around somewhere in order to think straight, I highly recommend this area to do it. At one time, Oltarno was the wrong side of the river. Then in the sixteenth century, give or take a hundred years, upstart rival bankers had constructed the Pitti Palace to thumb their noses at the Medici, and things began to look up in terms of local real estate.


    I'd been to the palace and the gardens. I really liked the curving narrow streets of the surrounding community, the houses without an inch between them, the way they loomed over you, flush with the sidewalk, blocking the sky. Aside from the occasional glimpse of a stubborn potted plant, they gave no clue about the lives lived behind the massive wooden doors. I liked to imagine medieval lifestyles.


    Churches crept right to the edge of the sidewalk. No long lawns or high wide stairs here. I stopped outside the English Church of St. John. I'm not big on churches. I tend to avoid them, except for weddings and funerals. I try to avoid weddings and funerals too. I was tired of walking, my head was buzzing. I needed to sit and think. I pulled out my travel guide and set it on the middle step. I pulled out my notebook and hunkered down. I added Fabrizio and Maria Martello's names to the others in the book. That reminded me to copy in the dashing Dario's cellphone number. I wasn't so sure that Dario might not be more distraction than help. Just in case, I wrote it down underneath Hazel's, Betty's, Orianna Preto's and Luciano Falcone's.


    What a day. Signor Falcone was dead. Mrs. Parnell was dashing all over Italy, evading capture. The reports of her driving like a racer and talking to villagers had been a bit reassuring. It might have even been amusing if I'd known what was compelling her to take this trip despite her condition. Maybe the condition was causing the problem. How had I let her get away from the hospital? Dr. Hasheem's words echoed in my brain. What if I didn't find her in time? What if she had a cardiac disaster? What if I'd really screwed up?


    A whippet-thin woman emerged from the church and, with a foxy smile, handed me a piece of paper promoting a concert inside the church that evening. It named a tenor and a pianist and included a list of the music to be played, mostly Vivaldi. I remembered this about Florence, you might find a string quartet playing Vivaldi's Four Seasons concerto on a street corner. A dizzying number of evening concerts took place in churches and other quasi-public spaces.


    I stood up and thanked the woman profusely. I grinned like a fool. She took a couple of steps back.


    I dusted off my black wool pants, tucked the guidebook into the backpack and went on my way with a spring in my step. No wonder I felt grateful. Who in the world liked concerts better than Mrs. Parnell? Shostakovich was her weakness. She'd only attend a performance of Vivaldi pieces as a last resort. There'd be plenty of other options in Florence. I turned back and asked the woman if she knew of any concerts featuring Russian composers that evening.


    She glanced at the door and said in a crisp British accent, “I suggest you consult your hotel concierge, madam.”


    “Good thinking,” I said.


    It was nearly five thirty, getting dim. I still had time to check the Bar 45 before I found out about concerts. Signor Falcone had gone to the same bar every day, so there was a chance someone at the bar might know about his partisan comrades. Someone might even have heard about the appointment with the unknown man. With any luck, I could extract information from these elderly, grief-stricken and probably unilingual Italian friends of signor Falcone. I reminded myself to be calm and sympathetic and not to scare off the witnesses.


    Bar 45 was jammed with people. I approached the server and asked her in fractured Italian where signor Falcone used to sit. She pointed to a corner where two old men were huddled together, leaning on the small wooden table, laughing uproariously. They had obviously moved past caffè corretto to straight grappa, and beyond grief to affectionate memory. There were few tables in this bar, typical for a fast food and drink spot, but I could see the regulars got special treatment.


    I rehearsed my Italian as I approached. I stuck out my hand to the first old gentleman, introduced myself and said I had come to Florence to speak to signor Falcone to learn about his experience as a partisan. I said how shocked I was to hear of his tragic death. At least, I hoped I said something remotely like that.


    They both regarded me with astonishment. Perhaps my words had been quite different from what I had intended. Maybe I'd said the world was flat or the plague was about to rip through the country. That can happen when you're limping along on a rusty vocabulary of about three hundred words, most of them food, drink or toilet related.


    One of the old men stood up and gave me a courtly bow. He was a long-faced fellow, about my father's age, with a full head of thick wavy silver hair and a sharp dark mustache. He sported a red scarf even jauntier than my own and a crisp crease in his grey trousers.


    “Sit down and have a little something, signora Camilla. I am Vittorio Ralli. Luciano Falcone was my oldest friend. We were just telling stories of his exploits during the war. Luciano had a superb knack for drama and a wonderful sense of humour. He will not be equalled.”


    I sat down and pulled out the notebook and wrote Vittorio Ralli promptly. For one thing, I had too many Italian names dancing in my head to keep them straight without a written record.


    The second old man had a strangely tilted orangy-brown toupee, unlined skin and twinkling bright blue eyes. He howled with laughter as Vittorio Ralli spoke.


    Ralli scowled at him and turned back to me. “This is my friend Giuseppe.”


    “Does Giuseppe speak English too?” I asked, as the man continued to chortle merrily, his blue eyes swimming with tears of merriment.


    “Unfortunately not. Forgive him. He is not himself today.”


    “You speak very well.”


    “I should, signora Camilla. I was a prisoner of war in England.”


    “Ah.” I was at a loss for the proper comment to make about that situation. What would Miss Manners recommend?


    “Revolting food. At least I didn't have to be slaughtered in the service of that madman Mussolini, and I learned another language and met some lovely English ladies.” He winked flirtatiously. Something told me this wasn't the first time Vittorio Ralli had ever flirted.


    Again, he had me at a conversational impasse.


    “How can we help you, signora Camilla?” he asked, waving the server over and ordering a glass of red wine for me, since I was apparently looking pale. He must have had special status in the Bar 45, since in most Italian bars the customer orders from the bar. I accepted, not wanting to seem ungracious. I told him what I wanted, mentioning everything I knew about the plane crash, the pilot and Orianna Preto in Berli, who had suggested the first connection with the partisans. I filled him in on the background: Mrs. Parnell's absence, the black Mercedes-Benzes and the late and obviously lamented signor Falcone and his fatal appointment.


    “Any information that you might have about any of those might help,” I said, as my generous glass of Bardolino arrived.


    “You are in luck, signora.”


    “I am?”


    “Yes. We don't know anything about this appointment, so it must have just been made. Luciano mentioned yesterday that a Canadian lady was coming to see him to talk about the war. He was very pleased. Apparently he likes Canadian ladies. Now I can see why. Was that you, signora Camilla?”


    “Yesterday, you said. No, it must have been my friend. She is the one who is missing now.”


    “Ah, yes, and that is very serious. For her heart, you mentioned.”


    “Yes, it is. And I believe her visit, and the other appointment, have something to do with signor Falcone's death.”


    “You must go to the police, signora, even though they are incredibly stupid and quite useless.”


    “Hmm.” I hadn't wanted to get the police involved, mainly because I didn't want them to pick up Mrs. Parnell and possibly trigger a heart attack, the very thing I needed to prevent.


    He gave a wicked and perceptive grin. “There are channels, of course. They take time. There is politics. Perhaps you'd better steer clear of those fellows, after all. I should know. I was a policeman myself until I retired. Of course, that was nearly thirty years ago.”


    “Maybe I will try again,” I lied. “First, you said I was in luck?”


    “Si. Yesterday, when Luciano was talking about his visitor, he said they discussed an old friend who had been a partisan with him. Someone they both knew.”


    I had too many Italian names whirling around in my head, mixing themselves up at that point. I reminded myself that Vittorio was silver hair and flirtatious, while Giuseppe was toupee and twinkle. And unfortunately, Luciano, the Falcon, was dead.


    I said, “Was Giuseppe a partisan too?”


    Giuseppe nodded, giving the toupee a workout. He seemed to have understood that question.


    Vittorio said sadly, “No, he wasn't. He spent the war in the hospital with tuberculosis.”


    “Oh, but…”


    “He has good days and bad days. This is a bad day. He might think he was a partisan. He was not.”


    “Okay. Does he remember the name of the other partisan that he and Luciano Falcone knew?”


    Vittorio shrugged. On him it seemed flirtatious. “Today he wouldn't remember his own mother's name.”


    “Mamma!” Giuseppe shouted.


    I took a swig of wine.


    Vittorio smiled approvingly.


    “Giusep’,” he shouted and asked the same question three times in Italian. I caught the words Lucian’ and partigian’.


    Tears formed in Giuseppe's empty azure eyes.


    Vittorio said, “We don't want to upset him. If we talk of other matters, he might remember. I'll get him a bit more grappa. Would you like another glass of wine?”


    Somehow I didn't think grappa would be the answer to Giuseppe's memory lapse, but I was new to the culture. I still had plenty of wine, so I turned down the offer of a second glass, before I had lapses of my own.


    “By any chance, would he remember the town signor Falcone's friend lives in? Or maybe you overheard them talking?”


    Vittorio shrugged. Giuseppe joined him in the shrug, even though he didn't understand the question.


    I looked straight at Giuseppe and asked loudly, “Montechiaro? Pieve San Simone? Alcielo?”


    A look of unbearable sadness passed over his face.


    Vittorio said, “We mustn't push him, signora. He is having problems. The slightest stress only freezes his memory, and he feels very bad, very inadequate. We must talk about other things. How much we liked our old friend. I will tell him you said something nice about Luciano. What will it be?”


    I thought for a minute. “Although I never met him, from what I have heard, signor Falcone was a fine and generous man.”


    I could tell from his face the comment was well received. A fast conversation ensued. I listened and didn't understand a word.


    In the middle of it, Giuseppe shouted, “Stagno Toscano.”


    “What's that?” I whispered. “A wine?”


    “Benissimo!” Vittorio said. “He remembers the town.”


    The good news: he remembered. The bad news: I had another town to add to the list. Never mind, I told myself. It's better than nothing.


    “And the name of the person?” I said.


    Vittorio gave me a reproachful glance.


    A half-hour later, Giuseppe still hadn't remembered the name. I was beginning to feel desperate. I wouldn't be able to put off another glass of local red forever.


    “Signor Ralli,” I said.


    “Vittorio,” he said flirtatiously.


    Fine. “Can you ask him if he has told anyone else about this other friend who was with signor Falcone?”


    I gathered from the resulting injured looks and what sounded like recriminations that no one else knew about the friend. No one. No one whatsoever. Absolutely no one! A lot of denials. Was Giuseppe lying like a rug? Had he already told the mysterious visitor? Or did he really not remember? I made no more headway. In fact, when I persisted, both men developed pouts. I put Stagno Toscano, wherever that was, on the list just ahead of Montechiaro, Pieve San Simone and Alcielo.


    Vittorio leaned forward and whispered, “Tell me where you are staying, signora Camilla. I will contact you when Giuseppe has a memory breakthrough. I will get you the name. Trust me.”


    I did. In fact, I was sufficiently grateful for their efforts that I bought a round of grappa for the two of them. What the hell, I decided to have one myself. Paul and I had had a memorable evening consuming the potent beverage. I'd forgotten how much like floor cleaner it tasted, and how it raised the top off your skull and made your eyes water. Never mind, I was on foot, and if no one lit a match near me, I would probably survive the two-mile walk back to the Paris Hotel.


    
      * * *
    


    As the old saying goes, too soon old and too late smart. I was whistling my way along the ancient curved streets, heading back to the bridge over the Arno, when I caught sight of Fabrizio and his mother.


    “Hello, signora!” I shouted, in the manner of one who has had a snootful.


    Maria Martello's striking face contorted. “Strega!” she screamed.


    Strega?


    I was pretty sure strega meant witch. That didn't make any sense. I'd never been called a witch. Other things, yes, witch, no.


    “Pardon me?” I said.


    “Ladra!”


    Thief?


    Now just hold on.


    “What are you talking about?” I said.


    “I am kind to you, I let you in to my home, when I am in terrible grief, and what do you do! Ladra! Ladrona!”


    “Stop screaming,” I said. “I am not a thief, and I am definitely not a big fat thief. What on earth do you think I did?”


    “You know what you did.”


    “I have done nothing. I have been at the bar with the signore s friends.”


    “You have been in our home to steal signor Falcone's photographs and papers!”


    I have to admit, the grappa on top of the red wine and my enduring jetlag made it hard to deal with this bizarre accusation. I told myself to keep calm and not to make things any worse. Didn't matter, they got worse on their own.


    “You mean someone broke into your house?” My head whirled dangerously.


    “You did!”


    “Not true. I didn't break into your house.”


    “Pfff. I have called the police already. I hope you die in jail, you witch.”


    “What did they take?”


    “Ha! You already know. Thief!”


    “Why would you even think I had anything to do with it?”


    “Because you wanted the photos and the information about the other partisans.”


    “You said you'd give them to me. Why would I steal them?”


    “Maybe you couldn't wait.”


    “Why do you think it was me?”


    “You were seen. That is proof.”


    “Seen? Who could have seen me?”


    From behind his mother, Fabrizio smirked.


    I gasped. Of course. The little creep. First, I sympathize with him for inadvertently causing the death of his benefactor, then he tries to frame me.


    The gloves came off.


    “And did I get the photos and information?” I asked, expecting the answer to be no.


    “Of course you did. That is why I am so angry.” The signora's nostrils flared. She stood with her hands on her hips, very voluptuous, very Italian, and, I realized, very dangerous.


    “Well, I did not,” I said. “And I will be happy to tell the police that.”


    “Of course you deny it.”


    “I will tell the police they should talk to your son about where he got the money to buy that expensive soccer shirt.”


    “Signor Falcone gave him the money.”


    “I don't think so. I think a man gave him the money to say when the signore would be going to the bar. I think that same person asked Fabrizio to get the photos and letters. I also think that same man will kill the signore s friend next. That's a lot for one cattivo raggazzo to be guilty of.”


    Fabrizio was struggling to understand our conversation in English. He picked up on the cattivo raggazo all right.


    “That is not true! Fabrizio is not a bad boy. He would never do such things.” The signora glanced fondly at her darling and hesitated just a blink.


    “I don't expect you to believe me. I think the police would think that Fabrizio could have been an innocent child used by a killer in signor Falcone's death. Of course, if something happens to the second man, Fabrizio's in deep, deep trouble. Do they put children in jail in Italy?”


    She clasped her hands on her capacious bosom and howled. The woman clearly had missed a career on the stage. She had the body for it and all the right dramatic impulses. Plus a voice that could really project.


    I continued, “Go ahead. Talk to the police. I sure intend to.”


    I pivoted and strode off. The stress of the situation coupled with the grappa caused my head to spin, but I think I made a dignified exit. One thing I knew, I had to get to Stagno Toscano quickly, before someone else did.


    First, I raced back to the café and spoke to Vittorio and Giuseppe. I grabbed Vittorio by the arm and blurted out about the break-in and the theft of the letters and photos.


    “We need to find Giuseppe's friend and warn him. And warn his family.”


    Vittorio stared at me with his mouth open, grappa glass suspended. “Signora Camilla! Please slow down. Sit, sit. Here,” he gestured to the waitress, “have a glass of wine to calm yourself.”


    Oh, sure. I'd had more than enough wine. I opted for aqua frizzante. I did sit and repeat the story a little less breathlessly, as I sipped my mineral water. It had the desired effect.


    I said, “Where is this place, Stagno Toscano? Show me on the map. If he can't remember, I'll go to the town and ask them who knows about partisans. Is it a small place? Couldn't I just ask around?”


    “It is only about an hour from Florence, southwest of the city. It is too big for everyone to know who was a partisan and anyway, young people today don't want to hear about the war.”


    “He has to watch out for a man in a black Mercedes.”


    “Giuseppe still doesn't remember. Soon though, any minute, I am confident, it will come back to him. I will do my best to find out for you. I give you my word.”


    I took a good look at Giuseppe, whose toupee appeared to be turned backwards by this time. I figured he was as high as any transmission tower, and the required remembering just might not be happening. I'd really helped that along with my gift of grappa. What a dope.


    Vittorio insisted he would call me when Giuseppe recalled his friend's name. Giuseppe had begun to sing a happy peasant song. Something about birds.


    
      * * *
    


    I bustled through the door of the Hotel Paris, hoping Maria Martello hadn't swallowed her fears for Fabrizio and phoned the police, and in turn, that the cops hadn't located my hotel. I was grateful that I hadn't written my name down for Fabrizio's mother. I checked for messages. Vittorio still hadn't called with the name of the friend in Stagno Whatzit. Oh well, it wasn't like I had nothing to do. With luck, I'd find Mrs. P. surrounded by emotional Russians.


    I asked the concierge about concerts in churches and was loaded up with flyers. I freshened up in the room and took a couple of Tylenol to overcome the grappa headache. I swiped on some Graffiti Red, re-swirled the silk scarf around my neck and headed out for the nearest phone booth. I tried Alvin one more time. He was gasping for breath when he finally answered.


    “What are you doing?” I asked.


    “Nothing.”


    “Nothing is not a good answer. Have you heard anything from Mrs. P.?”


    “Have I? You mean you spent the whole day in Florence, and you still haven't found her?”


    “And what have you found out during your day?”


    “First of all, it's just getting started.”


    “I need to know about the security cameras, Alvin.”


    “Oh, yeah, I almost forgot. Last time, I found another image of that guy who passed us just as we were coming into the building. You can see his face better this time, and it's obviously the same person.”


    “You did? That's great. You can ask the Super who it is.”


    “Like I never would have thought of that. Since we looked at him together on the screen.”


    “Right. Sorry. What did he say?”


    “He'd seen the guy around, only once or twice. He doesn't know who it is. And if the Super doesn't know him, he couldn't live in the building, or even be a regular visitor. We still have some more stuff to view. It's so boring, you have no idea.”


    “You're the one up on technology, Alvin. Is there a way to get the image to me? Spend whatever you have to on it. I'll reimburse you.”


    “I'm on it,” he said.


    “Keep up the good work. I'm off to church. Find a solution. I'll call you in the morning.”


    “You're going to church? Wait a minute,” he said, but it was too late.


    
      * * *
    


    Armed with the list of church concerts, I turboed along the streets of Florence, pushing my way through Florentines dressed elegantly in well-cut black wool coats and classy leather boots. I was jostled by flocks of tourists wearing candy-coloured scarves from market vendors. I ruled out concerts with Mozart or Chopin, too tame for Mrs. P. The concierge had suggested a couple of possibilities and written down directions. I pushed against the tourists thronging the piazza in search of the most likely concert, needless to say featuring works by Shostakovich.


    An hour later, having been lost and turned around at least three times, I had peeked into three churches and come up empty. For once, I wasn't running into people who'd worked in England or the USA. No one could help. Where were all the people with cousins in Canada when you needed them? My Italian was getting a workout, although my brain seemed to be on strike. Finally, I approached a young woman playing her flute on a street corner. To my relief she answered in English with a distinct Scots burr. I asked if she knew of a concert that might appeal to someone with a love of Shostakovich. She suggested I try a nearby church.


    I dropped a couple of Euros into her open flute case and hustled my butt. It was nearly nine o'clock on what had been a long, tiring, confusing day which had also included too much wine and grappa, and no dinner. I had no time to eat. As it was, any concert would be nearly over.


    The church she suggested was like dozens of also-rans in Florence, not old enough to be historically significant, attractive, not beautiful. Who cared? Inside it sounded like a string quartet was doing right by Shostakovich. I paid my two-Euro ticket, nodded to the woman at the ticket desk, and slipped through the door. The dark woodwork and pews gave it a certain gloomy gravitas, although the frescos and gilded statues lifted the atmosphere. I had no idea who all those saints were. Of course, I had other things on my mind.


    The concert was in full swing, the pews jammed with intent listeners. I stood at the back, leaning against a pillar, sniffing the churchy air: holy water, decades of burnt incense and beeswax candles. I craned my neck to see if I could spot Mrs. P. anywhere among the audience. I saw several dozen grey heads. No one was smoking or drinking, so the usual indicators didn't apply.


    After five minutes, I decided to move around to get a better view. I sidled as far as the front on the extreme right side of the church. I peered down each row. Most of the people were listening raptly, although several glanced sideways at me with reproach.


    I returned to the back of the church and made my way over to the far left. I began to edge toward the front, attracting dirty looks from people as I went. So what? I would never see any of them again and, more importantly, I was on a mission.


    I was pussyfooting to the end of the aisle when I spotted a familiar hawklike profile at the far end of the third pew. Mrs. Parnell, shoulders forward, head tilted to hear better, eyes front, transported by the music.


    I gave a quiet whoop of joy that earned me many glares and shushes.


    
      21 Frank Street

      Chesterton, Ontario

      July 1, 1946


      Dear Vi,


      Guess what? I'm getting married. Imagine that! I believe I have mentioned Judge Stiles. He is quite the gentleman, awfully handsome, and also very kind and good to me. It is time for him to have some companionship, now that his wife has been dead for five years. I am sure his children will get used to the idea in time. They are older than I am, so I can't see why they shouldn't mind their own business, get on with their lives, and allow their father a bit of happiness. Regardless of what they say, for our wedding I plan to wear a smart little cream silk suit with pearl buttons and, of course, a matching hat with perhaps just a puff of cream veil. This has been the happiest Dominion Day ever for me! I even have a diamond ring.


      Speaking of happiness, it would make me very happy if you would respond to this letter. I know that someday you will find it in your heart to forgive me and that I will find a way to make it up to you. I hope you will be home in Chesterton soon! We could find lots to do here. I still love the movies. “The Best Years of Our Lives” is playing the Vogue. It makes you think about men coming home from war and what they face. I don't know if it is the same adjustment for gals. It made me sad because so many boys we cared about have never come back. I'd like to hear what you thought of it.


      With love from Hazel (the person who misses you and who will always be your friend!)


      P.S. Betty (Pardon me for living, I mean Elizabeth!) has moved to Toronto and has a job teaching at some snooty private school. There's nothing for her in Chesterton now with her mother and Perce gone. And I have snagged the last eligible man!


      H.

    

  


  
    Thirteen


    People sat crammed with shoulders touching in Mrs. Parnell's pew. I couldn't let that hold me back. I had found her. The entire purpose of this trip to Italy was fulfilled. Every inconvenience and bizarre occurrence was worth it. From her posture, she was fine. Probably better than I was.


    I wore a silly grin on my face as I began to work my way past the listeners in the pew. It started well, but went downhill fast. These people were in a church, for Pete's sake, listening to music. So you'd think they could have been a bit more accommodating. The snarling reactions diminished my joy, but only slightly.


    “Scusate,” I said for the eighth time, as I stumbled over a pair of stubbornly unmoving feet and grazed the knees of a scowling woman.


    “Permesso!” I whispered to an elderly couple. I swear the husband stamped on my toes on purpose.


    Never mind.


    I continued to be polite. I am Canadian.


    I was surprised by the increased muttering and hostile expressions my passage generated. I like concerts as much as the next person. However, this was an emergenza, as I kept saying to those whose feet got in the way. Where was Christian charity? And why the reluctance to stand and let me through? Was this the longest pew in the world? Halfway across, I realized it would have been faster to have gone to the back of the church and approached her from the centre aisle. Too late now. I would have had to retreat past the worst of the mutterers and foot stampers. I kept going and hoped for a more civil reception.


    I was almost ready to reach out and touch her shoulder, when she turned her head and spied me.


    Tears welled in my eyes.


    She scowled.


    I smiled broadly.


    My smile was not returned.


    “It's me, Camilla,” I mouthed, pointing to myself. “I want to help you.”


    A chorus of shhs.


    Mrs. Parnell got to her feet. The two people between us refused to budge. Something was very wrong. It was as though the person I was looking at was not Mrs. Parnell. Recognition, yes. No warmth, no welcome, no look of mischievous regret. No relief. Nothing. I recognized her face. I could have sworn that someone else looked back at me through those eyes.


    I stopped pushing forward. I felt as if I'd been hit.


    Years of defense work and helping victims should have prepared me for that look. I'd seen it in people who had nothing more to lose. I'd seen it in victims who had been pushed beyond their capacity to care. I'd never thought I'd see it in Mrs. Parnell. Had she had some kind of cardiac event that deprived her brain of oxygen? Had it changed her personality? You hear about these things. You can't imagine the impact when it happens to someone you love.


    Mrs. Parnell whispered something to the people next to her. Whatever it was caused quite a commotion. People leapt to their feet. A distinguished gentleman in an expensive-looking overcoat shoved me hard.


    As Mrs. P. slipped from the pew, two sturdy middle-aged women grabbed my arms. I was trapped. I heard talk of carabinieri. I could see Mrs. Parnell hustling as fast as she could with her cane, down the centre aisle toward the church door.


    I was stunned and shocked. Not to mention getting roughed up. And Mrs. Parnell was escaping.


    Two can play that game, I thought.


    “Aiutatemi!” I called. Help me!


    The quartet stopped playing mid-melody.


    The man holding on to me let go of my arm, shocked. It gave me the chance to jump over the pew to the row behind. I scrambled over people, ignoring the yelps, and reached the centre aisle.


    “Interpol!” I bellowed. “Polizia Interpol.”


    It wasn't really a false declaration. I hadn't actually claimed that I was an Interpol officer, so it wasn't my fault if someone misinterpreted. It was worth the risk to stop Mrs. Parnell from disappearing.


    I shook off a young man in a striped scarf who seemed determined to restrain me. I raced down the aisle. I never looked back to see if anyone was following. I shot out the door.


    The music swelled behind me.


    I stopped on the church steps and checked both ways. There was no sign of Mrs. Parnell.


    I spoke to the woman at the ticket desk. “Mia nonna è malata! Dov’è partita?”


    She shook her head. Perhaps she'd heard the sick grandmother story once too often in her time.


    No time to argue.


    Voices rose behind me. I sped down the stairs and into the street. No grey head in any direction. I picked the route leading toward the piazza and stormed on, peering from right to left. I left no corner unchecked, seeking her tucked in a boutique entrance, standing inside a restaurant door or flattened against the wall of an alley.


    No luck at all.


    I glanced over my shoulder and saw that no one had followed me from the church. Good. I leaned against a wall and caught my breath. Time to think. If I was out of breath, Mrs. P. must be too. She might be fit. Still, she was eighty-three. Since she had not come this way, she must have gone the other. She would have to be resting. I turned back and retraced my steps, scooting speedily past the church just in case.


    At the next cross street, someone whipped around the corner at the end of a long curving block. When I reached the spot, I found no one. Just a dark, misty, damp Florence streetscape in November.


    I kept prowling just in case, around blocks, doubling back, continuing to peer into alleys and gated courtyards, although she could hardly have vaulted the gates. She could easily have been staying at one of the small hotels cunningly tucked into this part of the city. All she needed was a key.


    Where the hell had she disappeared to?


    And why didn't she want me to find her?


    
      * * *
    


    An hour later, I let myself into my hotel room and flopped on the wonderful bed. I was relieved that the police still hadn't come looking for me to discuss the theft at signor Falcone's place. If they got a complaint about the church incident and put those two together, life might not be too good.


    For a scary moment, I pondered the fact that the hotels have to register foreign visitors with the Italian authorities. Would the police be able to connect the fracas in the church with me and roust me from my ochre-coloured, high-ceilinged room at the Hotel Paris and slap me into a cell? Would anyone have called them? Anything to do with the police was bad. I didn't want to have my movements restricted. On the other hand, it might work in my favour if I went to them and asked where Mrs. Parnell was staying. She would have to be using her maiden name, Violet Wilkinson, as she had at the car rental office, so maybe they'd fall for the sick grandmother story.


    In the end, I decided against it. I figured there was plenty of bureaucracy to slow me down and way too much to do me any good. I'd likely end up being questioned and wandering through the rigmarole you'd expect in dealing with police in another country and grovelling for help from the Canadian consulate. My main concern hadn't changed. If Mrs. Parnell found herself in any confrontation with the police, even an interview at the station, it might provide enough stress to trigger a heart attack.


    Anyway, I needed time to make a plan. I had one stunning piece of new information: Mrs. Parnell was in full control of whatever was happening. Judging by her quick-witted escape, her mind was working just fine, thank you very much. I worried about what that speedy departure might have done to her body.


    I couldn't shake my reaction over the look in her eyes. What did it mean? Mrs. Parnell was no criminal. She was a person of great spirit and integrity. She never gave up. She was always ready to devise another tactic to solve a problem. She wasn't a victim either. Of course, there were things that we didn't know about her, but she always seemed so in control. It couldn't be that she didn't care about me. She had risked her life to save me more than once. She was the most loyal person I'd ever met. She must have had some compelling reason for not wanting to see me. And I was pretty sure it was something I wouldn't like.


    I made a list, scratching out things, adding things, scratching out the added things, adding some of them back until I was left with:


    She thought she'd encountered a dead man.


    She came to Italy with a plan.


    Her plan seems connected to the plane crash in Berli.


    She has something she wants to accomplish.


    She'd visited a former partisan who turned up dead.


    She knows exactly what she is doing.


    She does not want me involved.


    Even though her heart might do her in without medical attention, she won't stop until she gets what she wants.


    All this told me whatever she was up to either wasn't legal or wasn't safe. Maybe both.


    I also still had one nameless partisan in Stagno Toscano who was possibly in grave danger, one fibbing little boy, four towns left to visit, some kind of false son, who was almost certainly the hit and run driver and who might or might not have been the furtive visitor who got to Mrs. Parnell's apartment before us, a whole lot of Italians whose names sounded quite a lot alike, and a bunch of letters that offered poignant glimpses into Mrs. P. as a young woman, yet shed no light on our problem.


    I had one other kick at the can: I would intercept Mrs. P. at the car rental garage the next day at one p.m.


    While I was making lists, in my personal life I had: one useless assistant, one unreachable love interest, too many disturbing memories of Florence and a case of jetlag that just wouldn't quit.


    
      * * *
    


    I awoke with a start, fully clothed. I yanked open the heavy velvet curtains to face a grey day. It was just before seven in the morning, and I was ravenous. I wasn't sure when I'd last had a meal. I needed something so that I could at least think straight. The breakfast room would be opening in a half-hour. I showered, changed and tossed my notebook into my backpack.


    I pulled my wet hair into a ponytail, slipped my jean jacket over the sweater and headed to the pay phone down the street.


    
      * * *
    


    “Who is this again?” The Cape Breton accent was clear on the line. It would have been one in the morning there. I knew that was prime time for the Deveau girls.


    “Camilla MacPhee, your father's friend. We have met, Brittany, although you may not remember. And I spoke to your sister, Ashley, yesterday.”


    “Oh, yeah. She said that. Something about a hospital. Dad's not in the hospital today either.”


    “Can I speak to him?”


    “I don't know where he is.”


    “He seems to be on vacation from work.”


    “Yeah, that's right. He is on vacation from work.”


    “He's not home now?”


    “No, he's not.”


    “Do you know how I can reach him.”


    “I don't.”


    “All right. Any idea when he'll be back?”


    “No idea. My aunt might know.”


    “That's great. Can I speak to her?”


    “She's in bed.”


    “Should I call later?”


    “It's your money, Carla.”


    I thought hard. I needed to get something out of one of these pricy phone calls, besides another headache. I tried a variation on the theme.


    “Is your father in town?”


    “No, he isn't.”


    “Okay. You don't know where he went?”


    “He's on vacation somewhere. He was talking about like Costa Rica or Mexico and places like that. I didn't pay too much attention.”


    “But…”


    “Look, that's my boyfriend on the other line, I gotta go.”


    “Wait! Is there a number where I can reach him?”


    “I don't know. He went with a friend. Some lady.”


    I hung up with a sick feeling in my stomach. Ray had lost patience with me and gone off to a bird sanctuary in Costa Rica or a beach in Mexico with another woman. Who could blame him? It wasn't like I was much of a companion. On the other hand, what else could I have done? I'd had no choice but to try and find Mrs. Parnell. What kind of guy couldn't deal with that?


    
      * * *
    


    Okay, I asked myself, what would Mrs. P. do? She always says that an army marches on its stomach. Good advice.


    I headed back to the hotel and hit the breakfast buffet the minute the door opened. I managed to catch up on a day's worth of food and stockpiled a bit for the future rough spots. The breakfast room had even higher ceilings than the bedroom, fourteen foot ceilings or more with lovely faded frescos, ancient stained glass windows, and a smattering of other guests who minded their own business. I helped myself to rolls and butter, preserves, cheese and ham and salami. I even had a yogurt and juice. I considered cereal but settled for fruit.


    I avoided the coffee pot, where a dark mucky brew was boiling away in what was obviously considered to be American style, and headed for the smiling girl behind the bar counter. She was making cappuccinos.


    I was happily sipping one when the desk clerk fluttered in with a message for me. A signor Vittorio Ralli was asking to see me. It was urgent. signor Ralli was waiting in the lobby. Was I available? To hell with cappuccino.


    
      * * *
    


    Vittorio delivered big time. He'd coaxed the missing name out of Giuseppe's memory and secured an address in Stagno Toscano. He assured me that this man, Stefano Braccia, was a noted partisan, with all his marbles, and unlike poor Giuseppe, he was rumoured to speak some English as well.


    “Signora Camilla,” he said, running his fingers through his thick silvery waves, “I wish I could come with you. I have promised to help with the funeral arrangements for poor Luciano Falcone. He deserves proper respect, and signora Martello is too hysterical to do a good job. That boy Fabrizio is quite a brat, and who knows, they may even lose their home. Povera donna. Not everyone can be brava like you. Don't worry too much, because Giuseppe tells me his friend can speak pretty good English. Of course, Giuseppe's a bit off his nut. Let's hope it is the truth.”


    We left the hotel lobby together and barely avoided a pair of police officers sauntering through the front door. Their uniforms looked like something out of a Gilbert and Sullivan production.


    “Don't worry about them,” Vittorio said. “They're just carabinieri.”


    I was still a bit skittish as a result of events earlier that fall, so I did worry about the police. I couldn't afford any delays if I wanted to meet this Stefano Braccia and be back before Mrs. Parnell showed up to pick up her new vehicle at one o'clock. So I was out of there as fast as I could.


    Fifteen minutes later, I was in the Ka, trying not to close my eyes. I gripped the wheel and prayed to avoid humans, vehicles and buildings on my way out of town. I should have prayed not to get lost, not to drive in circles, and definitely not to choose one-way streets, which inexplicably and heart-stoppingly changed direction mid-intersection.


    Never mind, I was rested, well-fed and glad to get out of Florence alive.


    
      * * *
    


    You have to get lucky sometime, and I got lucky with Stagno Toscano. The town seemed fairly modern and straightforward. I found the address easily by turning off Via Garibaldi and driving straight for two blocks. Vittorio had given good instructions.


    The house was a good-sized, two-storey stucco, with the same type of terra cotta roof tiles seen all over Italy. It had the ghost of a vegetable garden on the side. It sat in a line of newish residences and was surrounded by a fence and a locked gate. A minute after I rang the bell, a woman popped out onto the second floor balcony and waved.


    “I am Camilla MacPhee,” I shouted up. “I would like to speak with Stefano Braccia.”


    She waved both arms. “Momentino!”


    Seconds later, she flung open the front door. She clutched my hand and gave me a huge and unexpected hug. She ushered me up a set of narrow marble stairs and into a large kitchen. The kitchen was a surprise: dark cupboards, built-in huge gas oven and six-burner cook top, microwave, cappuccino maker, large fridge, freezer, double-sink and dishwasher. In the middle of the slate floor was a table that could seat a dozen people. On the far wall, a large-screen television flashed soundless images of half-dressed performers.


    The modern appliances stood in contrast to a sofa covered in a ratty quilt. An old man sat there, with another quilt covering his lap. His small dark face was criss-crossed with tiny lines, as if he'd shrunk. There was something lively, almost mischievous, in those faded eyes.


    She spoke rapidly to him. I couldn't really follow her staccato Italian, but I got the sense she was telling him to behave himself.


    “Signor Braccia,” I said.


    He nodded.


    I introduced myself again, mentioning Vittorio Ralli and Giuseppe, whose last name I'd never heard. I smiled.


    He spoke to the daughter in the same rapid-fire manner.


    “Si, si, papà! Un po’ di vino, signora?” she said.


    “No, grazie.” I had to be on top of my game to get back to Florence by one.


    “Grappa?”


    I shook my head and managed a gesture to indicate that grappa would make me dizzy.


    She said, with some anxiety. “Espresso? Caffè ristretto? Corretto?”


    I agreed to espresso, just to get things moving.


    “Please, sit down,” the old man said.


    “I'm so glad you speak English,” I said. “My Italian is quite limited.”


    “Let's see how much I remember. It's been a long time since I lived in Canada.”


    “You lived in Canada?”


    “For a couple of years in the early sixties, working in construction. Lotta people went over. Some stayed, some came back home.”


    “Great,” I said. “I bet you have a few cousins there.”


    “Out west. Can't stand that bunch. I got these teeth in Canada though, and I always liked them.” He tapped his large white incisors.


    “Great-looking teeth,” I said. “So, where did you live in Canada?”


    “Mostly Toronto. Had to move back to Italy to get some good food,” he said with a wicked chuckle. “I hear it's better over there now.”


    “Still can't measure up to Italy,” I said.


    That was well received.


    “Allora, signora. Vittorio tells me some tall tale about planes and missing women. He says these all have something to do with the death of my old friend, Luciano Falcone.”


    I took a deep breath. “I am very sorry about your friend.”


    “Forget about it. At my age, everyone's dying. You get used to it. Luciano was a bit younger than me, only eighty-even. He was still enjoying life, not being kept in prison by his family.” He flashed a look at the daughter.


    “It all sounds crazy, and maybe I'm wrong, but I believe there is a connection between signor Falcone's death and my missing grandmother. I hope you can help.”


    “We'll see about that. I am glad you came. It's boring here. There's not much for an old man with no legs to do, except watch my daughter cook, and watch the porcheria on the television.”


    “You'll find this interesting, at the least,” I said.


    The daughter had produced a feast on the table. In addition to the three kinds of cheese, bread, ham and prosciutto appeared by slight of hand. I couldn't identify everything. I thought I saw fresh ricotta cheese and homemade fig preserves. She gestured toward them with a shy smile.


    “Please, you eat,” she said.


    “My daughter doesn't remember much from our time in Canada. At least she retains the right words.”


    I filled him in while his daughter helped him from the couch to the table. She filled a large tumbler of homemade wine for him.


    “Salute,” he said, raising his glass.


    The daughter said something in that staccato manner I was getting used to.


    “Mariella wants you to know that our family makes this wine. She hopes that you will try just a lil’ bit.”


    “Only a splash,” I said. I didn't bother to say because it isn't even noon yet. That kind of thinking gets you nowhere in Italy.


    “Not this wine,” he said. “No headache, very pure.”


    “They tell me you were a partisan during the war,” I said, wanting to get back on topic.


    “I was. Garibaldi brigade.”


    “What I need to know is if you can recall meeting an airman who escaped from a bomber that went down in Berli back in 1944.”


    “Sure. I met a lot of downed airmen,” he said.


    “A lot?”


    “Sure. There were all kinds of people hiding in the hills in 1944. Allies who had become separated from the units, pilots who had bailed out, infiltrators, spies, English, American, Russians, you name it. I even met an Indian from India. He was a mule driver.”


    “Really? And Canadians?”


    “Canadians too, of course. Canadians were big in Italy during the war. That's one of the reasons I went over in the fifties. I knew some guys.”


    “You don't remember meeting any specific Canadian airman in that area?”


    “Well, sure, I do.”


    I got it. I was the most fun he'd had in years. He was trapped in the kitchen of his daughter's house. He couldn't walk without assistance. Then I show up, wanting to talk about what was probably the most exciting time of his life. Who wouldn't want to drag that out? I understood, but I still had to get back to Florence by one.


    I smiled conspiratorially. “What do you remember?”


    “I remember that everyone died on that plane, except the one guy.”


    “Were you surprised that anyone could get out of a plane like that?”


    “We had learned not to be surprised by nothing. The world had been crazy for years. You could be happy one of the good guys beat the odds, that was it. One day at a time.”


    “I hadn't thought of that. I had wondered if there was some controversy about the crash.”


    He shrugged. “Never heard nothing about a controversy. The villagers hid it, couldn't blame them. Didn't want the SS snooping around.”


    “So you didn't think there was anything suspicious about him?”


    He threw back his head and laughed. “For sure, we didn't.”


    “Why do you say that?”


    “Because if we did, we would have killed him on the spot.”


    “Killed him?”


    “You surprised, signora?”


    “Yes.”


    “Shouldn't be. It was war. People killed each other all over the place. For a pair of earrings, a dirty look, a rumour. We were partisans. We risked our lives and the lives of our families every day. We all seen people murdered, friends, family, innocent people. Shot in front of us back in our villages. My next-door neighbour was Fascist, he watched while my father got killed in 1936. You know why? Because my father believed in socialism. So a man he knew all his life watch an innocent man get kicked to death. That's why we were in those mountains fighting. We knew the kinds of tricks the Nazis played. And the fascisti.”


    “Right.”


    He said, “It was a dangerous time. For everybody. Most of us did things we lived to regret.”


    I knew he was speaking from experience. I decided not to inquire about what happened to the Fascist neighbour after the war.


    “Where did this airman go after he left you?”


    “He didn't go anywhere for a long time. He was hurt bad, burned a bit too. It took a while for him to get well enough to leave.”


    “Did your group look after him?”


    “Well, a bit, I guess. We gave him shelter and a bit of food. Someone set his broken arm. One of the girls nursed him. We didn't have medicine or painkillers, except if one of us managed to get some grappa.”


    “Ah,” I said, “grappa.”


    “Makes a pretty good disinfectant as well as a painkiller,” he said with a chuckle.


    “And emergency fuel for a vehicle, I imagine. Did he recover?”


    “Yeah, sure. I seen a lot worse than him.”


    I resisted the urge to drum my fingers. “When did he leave your group?”


    “When it was okay to. We were on the move, too. The area was crawling with Germans in 1944. They were heading back to Germany, marching prisoners and forced labourers with them. We were doing our best to blow up their transport.”


    “Did he stay on with your group until the Germans troops were gone?”


    “We were a brigade.”


    “Your brigade then. Did he stay with you for the rest of the war?”


    “No, no. He left as soon as he could.”


    “Do you know where he went?”


    “Back to one of the Canadian units, I suppose.”


    “How would he do that?”


    “Probably we gave some names of contacts to help him get back to the Canadians. They been fighting their way north, breaking through the German defensive lines. In ’44, they been moving up toward the Gothic Line.”


    “Were there any Canadians around where you were?”


    “They been east of here. Not far, by Canadian distances. It's different when you're on foot in winter.”


    “People knew where the Canadians were? I thought they would be trying to be, I don't know, inconspicuous.”


    He laughed out loud at that, showing the Canadian teeth. “They had a big army. You could not miss them.”


    “So he could have made it alive?”


    “This guy? Well, sure. He spoke pretty good Italian, he had nerve, for sure. Lotsa charm. The women were crazy for him. Tall blond guy like that. They been fighting over who got to look after him.”


    “I don't suppose by any chance you remember his name?”


    He smiled. “Maybe.”


    I waited in silence. Two can play these games. He was certainly enjoying it more than I was.


    “Some more wine, signora? Mariella! Vino per la signora.”


    The daughter rushed forward with the bottle.


    I covered my glass with my hand and shook my head at Mariella. “No, grazie. Just the name would be good for me, please.”


    “I am an old man. I like to have fun,” he said.


    “Can't blame you for that,” I said. “Still, I need to know the answer.”


    “Forgive my little jokes,” he said. “At my age, things come and go. The name is gone. I hope it will come back.”


    “Oh, boy. I hope so.”


    “He was RCAF. I remember the symbol.”


    “While you are trying to remember, I need to tell you something. You have been very kind to me. Your friend Luciano was almost certainly killed by someone who wanted this information. Can your daughter make sure you are in a safe place? Can you go visit friends?”


    “I'm not going nowhere,” he said, making two fists. “Let them try.”


    I turned to the daughter and attempted, in my fractured Italian, to tell her that her father might be in danger.


    “Madonna santa!” she said, making the sign of the cross. She had picked up the phone before I'd finished talking.


    He said, “Now you've done it. Now I gotta go visit my son. I can't stand his wife. She's a stupid bitch and a lousy cook, not like Mariella here. She can work miracles with food.”


    Mariella, hearing her name, turned away from the phone and stared anxiously at her father.


    He lowered his voice and muttered, “Don't tell her I said that. I don't like a conceited woman.”


    Mariella's mental health was not my immediate concern, although I did get the urge to boot Stefano Braccia's mean old butt.


    “You should spend a few days there anyway. It's a dangerous situation, because we don't really know why your friend was killed.”


    “I'm gonna take the risk.”


    “It won't take long. It's just to sort things out. A day or so won't hurt, I'm sure.”


    “You get to my age, every meal counts.” He barked something at Mariella.


    She said, “No papà, no papà, no papà.” Finally, she put her hands over her ears. Papà was quite a handful. He must have really been something back in the war.


    “Now look what you done. I'm gonna have to go there. My son is a policeman. Serves him right to marry a lousy cook.”


    “Sorry,” I said. “Maybe Mariella will pack you some food to take.”


    “I will go on a hunger strike. Like Gandhi.”


    “Gandhi's dead. Tell me, would any other partisans remember him? Did Luciano Falcone know him?”


    “For sure. You know, it mighta been Luciano Falcone helped this guy get back to the Canadians. Luciano liked him a lot. Everybody did. Especially the women.”


    “You mentioned that. Tell me, has anyone else asked about him?” I asked.


    He shook his head. “Nobody.”


    “That's good. You are safer that way.”


    “Safe,” he snorted. “Who cares to be safe? I need some excitement in my life.”


    “Maybe you can tell your son about the connection with Luciano Falcone, find out what happened there. Suggest that it was suspicious. That's a good idea. I'll call and see what you've learned. That would be exciting.”


    “Humph,” he said. “He don't want any extra paperwork. None of those cops do. Lazy bums.”


    I could tell Stefano liked the idea. The proof came when he wrote down the telephone number at his son's place and handed it to me.


    “And I'd appreciate if you'd try to remember the guy's name,” I said.


    “That's the trouble with us old dogs,” he said, tapping his head. “Memory.”


    I thought back to Giuseppe at the Bar 45. If he could do it, anyone could. “Keep trying.”


    “You know what? It sounded something like this movie star. That makes sense. It was an exciting time. Like the movies, except not always with a fake ending.”


    “Like what movie star.”


    “Sure, you know the one, Indiana Jones guy.”


    I thought for a minute. “You mean Harrison Ford?”


    “That's the guy.”


    Of course. It was close enough. Harrison Ford. Harrison Jones.


    Harry Jones.


    Harry, who had been engaged to Mrs. Parnell, the same Harry who never came back. Harry had escaped from a downed bomber. So what? Why would Mrs. Parnell find that so strange? Was it because he bailed out while his comrades died? Never mind, at least I knew who if not why.


    “You're a hero, Stefano Braccia,” I said.


    
      56 Oak Street

      Chesterton, Ontario

      September 14, 1956


      Dear Vi,


      I hope you remember me: I am Hazel Stiles now. I was very sorry to read of your husband's tragic death. Of course, I never met him, but I read about all those military awards listed in his obituary in the Globe and Mail. He must have been very special. What a shame to lose a doctor so young. It must be a terrible loss for his patients too as well as for you. I hope you won't let it make you nervous about driving.


      I am sure you will find yourself feeling quite lonely. I certainly did after my husband died nearly two years ago. Of course, in our case, it wasn't an accident. He had three heart attacks, and then he just didn't pull out of it after the last one. He was courtly and kind right to the end. I miss him very much and, as you know, black was never my colour. Also, I am stuck with this rambling house, way too big for one person.


      Perhaps now that we're both widows we can get together again to talk. We have something in common, even if it is a sad thing. Remember how much we loved the movies? Of course, they're not as good as they used to be. I did enjoy “The Ten Commandments” though, especially Charlton Heston. That's not how I imagined Moses.


      I have decided to move to Kingston and start over. What a shame that you have already moved to Ottawa. I can't imagine you with a job in the civil service. I heard about that from Mrs. Reverend Dornan, who heard it from Betty Connaught. Betty's way too important to talk to me any more. She's the assistant headmistress now, I hear.


      Anyway, I hope Ottawa is not too boring for an adventurous girl like you. I must say, I don't like the sound of all those politicians. Oh well, I suppose you get to wear some lovely hats, what with your career and all.


      Your friend forever,


      Hazel

    

  


  
    Fourteen


    I did my best to drive like an Italian. I used Mario Andretti as my role model. I needed to be back in Florence by one, and I was behind schedule. On the other hand, I was hampered by the Ka, which may be small and easy to handle, but is not built for the racing circuit.


    I tried to recall what I'd learned about Harry Jones from his letters. For sure, both Betty and Hazel thought he was special.


    And Mrs. P. had been engaged to him. Now she was interested in this crash. Damned if I knew why. If I pulled over and took the time to reread the letters, I'd miss my best chance of catching up with her when she collected her new rental car. The letters would have to wait. A glance at the fuel gauge told me I couldn't put off getting benzina. I pulled off the autostrada and into a service station. As I was getting the Ka filled, I spotted a black Mercedes accelerating out of the opposite side. I would have followed, but I was blocked in by two other vehicles.


    There are almost as many black Mercedes in Italy as there are red Fiats and white Alpha Romeos. So probably nothing to worry about. I headed into the station, found the pay phone, consulted my notes on signor Braccia's number and made the connection.


    Mariella answered. “Pronto!”


    I did my best to remind her of possible danger, including shouting “Pericoloso! Molto pericoloso!” a couple of times and “Mercedes-Benz! Nera!” to round out the picture. I raced back to the car. The surrounding motorists seemed to feel I had taken too much time. I tossed some euros to the attendant, who shook his fist at me. I hopped into the Ka, pausing just long enough to employ one of the gestures I'd picked up from other drivers in Italy. I left Ka tracks on the asphalt as I peeled out of the service station.


    
      * * *
    


    The drive back through Florence was a nightmare. I found more blocked streets, lunatic motos, jumbo SUVs, jaywalking tourists and blocked streets. In fact, I found more of everything except space to drive. The buildings seemed to lean further over the narrow winding streets. Once I'd crossed over the river, the zillion or so pedestrians were all walking faster than I was driving. I did my best to ignore their sneers.


    According to my watch, it was five to one, which apparently was the magic time in Florence when all the parking spaces turn into pumpkins. I was still a block from the car rental location. Finally, in desperation, I tucked the Ka into a ridiculously small space. I set out on foot, running. I'd nearly reached the car rental office block when it dawned on me that I'd forgotten to lock the Ka doors. So what? I decided. If someone wanted to steal it, they could just pick it up and walk away.


    It was too late to turn back. Mrs. Parnell has a military respect for punctuality. She would be there at precisely 1300 hours as scheduled with the car rental agency. I peeked into the office. No sign of her. Probably in the pick-up area. I puffed up the ramp and into the garage, bent over and gasped for breath.


    Three young men were busily vacuuming the interiors of returned cars. They all had on what looked like Mp3 players and seemed caught up in whatever they were listening to. Excellent hip movements.


    An Opel with its doors open sat waiting in the return area. I glanced around, and my heart soared. Mrs. P. emerged from the glass-fronted office on the far side of the garage. She was engaged in an intense conversation with a short, bald man with an immense moustache and a rental agency logo on his shirt. She spotted me a second after I spotted her. I stood there with a big honking lump in my throat and felt something sting my eyes. I raced toward her. She nodded curtly to the car guy and turned to me.


    “Thank God, you're all right,” I babbled. “I've been so worried. I won't hold you back. I'll help you with anything you're doing.”


    “Leave me alone, Ms. MacPhee.”


    “What?”


    “This is none of your business.”


    “Of course, it's my business. I am your friend. I need to know that you're all right.”


    “I do not require your help. Cease harassing me.”


    “Harassing you? Are you joking?”


    “I am very serious,” she said.


    “Well, I'm serious too, and I won't stop until I find out what the hell is going on. I know about Harrison Jones and the downed aircraft. Are you aware that your apartment was broken into? Do you know that some guy in a black Mercedes is driving around Italy claiming to be your son, and that Luciano Falcone has been killed by a hit-and-run driver, probably by that same guy? How's that for serious?”


    Tough words. I could tell by the way her face whitened that I'd gotten to her. I felt a twinge. Maybe shouting about people she knew being killed wasn't the best way to keep her from having a heart attack.


    “This is none of your business, Ms. MacPhee.”


    “Oh, it's my business all right. I have a right to know what you are involved in before anyone else gets hurt.”


    “You have no such right.”


    “You may as well get used to the idea and fill me in. I want to help you.”


    She lit a Benson & Hedges, although this was a distinct non-smoking area. I felt strangely reassured. She regarded me through narrowed eyes and blew a few smoke rings.


    “I can be part of it, whatever you're doing,” I said. “You've helped me so many times.”


    “You are correct, of course, Ms. MacPhee,” she said. “I will indeed fill you in.”


    “Great.”


    She looked around, her gaze flitting from one oblivious car maintenance worker to the next. She lowered her voice. “Not here. We can't be too careful.”


    “No problem,” I said, glancing around. I was pretty sure none of the guys with the vacuums in their hands and the music in their ears had anything to do with anything. Was this part of the paranoia problem?


    I said, “Where?”


    She nodded in the direction of the back wall.


    I decided to humour her. “Sure.”


    She moved stiffly, but with purpose. Her cane thumped on the cement floor. I followed. We ended up by a wall with a fresh Ka poster and a faded Opel poster. We stopped in front of what looked like a large supply cupboard. Mrs. P. turned around again, narrowing her eyes suspiciously at the young men busying themselves with a Ka at the other end of the garage. I reminded myself that signor Falcone hadn't been paranoid, and someone had flattened him. Maybe Mrs. Parnell was on to something.


    “Come here,” she whispered, sidling into the storage closet. What did she think? That they could read our lips? Never mind. I followed her. We'd soon get back to our usual cordial comradeship. Anyway, if we did have to worry about being overheard, better be safe.


    She held the cigarette in her left hand and put her right fingers to her lips. “Shh.”


    I nodded.


    She pointed to the interior.


    I looked.


    “Inspect this, Ms. MacPhee,” she said. “I think you will be most surprised.”


    “What?” I said, staring at a pile of rags and a stack of cleaning products. “What am I inspecting?”


    “Move carefully. Soon you'll understand.”


    I moved carefully toward the pile of rags. I was still puzzled. Was there something underneath? I lifted the first rag and the second and found more rags.


    “What is it?” I whispered, peering back over my shoulder. Mrs. P. was already out the door, which gave a metal bang. I sprang forward in time to hear the latch click shut.


    “Mrs. P.!”


    I turned the handle and pushed. It didn't budge.


    I banged. “Hey, not funny!”


    The light went out.


    I banged and hollered seriously at this point. What were the chances that the guys at the other end of the garage would hear me over the vacuums and their music?


    I hammered on the door until my hands hurt. Then I slid to the floor and swore long and hard in the dark.


    Once again, I had plenty of time to think about what the hell was going on.


    
      * * *
    


    What can you ever really know about a person? How had I been so wrong about Mrs. Parnell? From early in our relationship, she had symbolized bravery, spirit, honour, loyalty, unflappability. And more recently, the spirit of fun and adventure. So many admirable qualities in one woman. And now, in an underhanded move, she had locked me in a stifling foreign closet and, perhaps, left me to die. All right, it was November, so it wasn't exactly stifling. It was definitely foreign, and it stank of ammonia and car wax. It didn't take long before I decided the guy who invented air fresheners for cars should be locked in a closet with them for the rest of his wretched life.


    The worst part was that I'd been betrayed by my friend. If I reflected on the letters, it wasn't the first time either. She'd dropped her friend Hazel too, over a bit of gossip apparently, and no amount of begging and apologies had made her change her mind. I had hours to ponder, what was Violet Wilkinson Parnell really all about?


    Speaking of unreal, what about my so-called relationship with Ray? That had ended up with him hightailing it to a Mexican beach with some bimbo. Not even leaving me a voicemail message to say “so long sucker”. Then there was my so-called assistant, Alvin, busy being useless in my house and on my nickel. Okay, so I wasn't actually paying him, and he was probably doing his best, but how hard could it be to find a couple of CWACs, or to confirm the identity of an intruder?


    It was a perfect time to fume.


    
      * * *
    


    At three o'clock, one of the dancing cleaners opened the door and shrieked in alarm. I barely dodged the pail of filthy water he dropped. In return, I nearly mowed him down getting the hell out of the supply cupboard. Escape first, explain later. That's always been my motto.


    The garage manager spoke English far better than I spoke Italian. He had lots of cousins, all over Canada, although that didn't help me any. He offered no information about where Mrs. Parnell had gone or what she was now driving, despite my impassioned pleas. He seemed to feel I had been trespassing in his supply cupboard.


    “Look, my grandmother has a blocked artery. Something terrible could happen to her. Do you want to be responsible?”


    “Sorry, signora. I cannot tell you anything about another client. Perhaps if the police request it.” I have to say, he didn't look sorry.


    “It's a matter of goddam life and death,” I shouted.


    He shrugged.


    “Don't shrug at me. I hate shruggers! Surely you can do something.”


    A second shrug. Grander this time. Italy is crawling with shrugsters. It was starting to get on my nerves.


    “Fine,” I said. “Just tell me if she decided to switch cars again? Did she stick to the Volvo? That's all. I'll find my grandmother without any help from you.”


    “And we would never consider giving out that kind of information, even if we could provide different cars at a moment's notice. Surely you can understand that.”


    “I understand I was held hostage here in your garage. You and your staff were definitely negligent by allowing that to happen. I can report that to the police. Have you thought about that?”


    This time he produced a world-class shrug. Maybe he'd had special training. “I will tell them that our client specifically asked us to be on the lookout for a person of your description. You have been harassing her. You say you are her granddaughter. Frankly, I am beginning to doubt that.”


    I had to admire his command of the English language, although I didn't bother to say so.


    “You haven't heard the last of this,” I said. Might as well sound like the villain in a B movie.


    I headed back out into the chaotic, crowded streets and stomped all the way back to my illegally parked Ka. The good news was that the Ka hadn't been ticketed or towed. The bad news was that it had a flat tire.


    I had plenty of time to kill while I waited to get my tire changed. That was all right. I had people I needed to talk to.


    
      * * *
    


    “Well, I'm sorry, Camilla. I haven't been able to find those colleagues of Violet's. The people at Veterans’ Affairs and at the Legion keep talking about privacy concerns. I'm working on it. I'll find them.”


    “What's that banging noise?”


    “What banging?”


    “It sounds like a hammer. What's going on?”


    Alvin interrupted, “Before I forget, you gotta get in touch with Ray Deveau. He seemed pretty anxious to talk to you. Don't forget.”


    If he wanted a distraction, he got it. I wasn't about to share with Alvin my failed attempts to contact Ray, let alone my feelings about him and his trip to somewhere exotic with another woman.


    He didn't stop anyway, “So have you any idea where Violet is?”


    “I found her all right, and she gave me the slip.”


    “No way. Are you kidding? What's the matter with you?”


    “She locked me in a closet, and I think…Are you laughing, Alvin?”


    “For sure.”


    “This isn't a game of hide and seek and may the oldest player win. This is serious. May I remind you that you were worried about her health?”


    “If she could give you the slip, it sounds like she's her old self, and that's the best news. She must be okay.”


    “She's definitely not herself.”


    “What's that supposed to mean?”


    “It's like there's someone else looking out of her eyes.”


    “That's just plain creepy. Have you been watching Italian horror movies?”


    “Fact, Alvin. She wasn't happy to see me. She did everything she could to get away both times…”


    “Both times? Hey, did you say both times? You let her get away twice?”


    “Leave it, Alvin. The point is that there was no warmth in her response. She was cool, collected and very determined.”


    “Even if you're embarrassed, the main thing is we have Violet back.”


    “Will you listen to me? We don't have her back. She's changed. She's like another person. She's on some kind of mission, and she doesn't want us involved.”


    “She's okay, right. That closet thing sounds kind of playful.”


    “It damn well wasn't playful,” I snapped, remembering the stench of the air fresheners in the darkness.


    “Doesn't sound too bad.”


    “It was and, pay attention, you didn't see her expression. She meant business. And I got no help from the car rental people. For some reason, they all love her and they hate me.”


    “You can be pretty abrasive. Maybe they don't realize you only want to help.”


    “That's what I said to Mrs. P. So why would she turn on me?”


    “So do you have any other brilliant ideas to find her?”


    I did have one idea. I wasn't ready to share it with Alvin. He wasn't ready to hear it. It was a good time to change the subject.


    “Change of topic, Alvin. I need you to do a couple of things: first, see what you can turn up about Harrison Jones. He ended up in England after the war, married to a wealthy girl and running some kind of successful business. Furniture, I think.”


    “You mean the guy who wrote the letters? That rat? I don't think much of him.”


    “That's the guy. She seems to be retracing his steps in the war. He walked away from that downed flight I asked you to find out about. The one in Berli.”


    “I haven't found anything yet. I have feelers out about it. It would help if I knew what kind of plane it was or when it went down.”


    “I know he was on that plane that went down. I don't know what else that means. Mrs. P. went to check it out.”


    “He must be the dead guy.”


    “No, he's eighty-five and still alive, as far as we know. Betty said he's in an exclusive nursing home now, very ill with Parkinson's. And he's sure had a long and prosperous life. Dig around and see if there's anything about his war service. Whatever.”


    “He dropped Violet for someone else, Camilla. By mail. What kind of creep would do that?”


    “It appears to have been out of character. Betty and Hazel both thought the world of him. Anyway, I can understand, he'd been injured. Maybe he thought she'd be better off without him. He's connected somehow.”


    “I'll get on it right away.”


    “And this is easy: read me the telephone numbers for Betty and Hazel. I want to ask them a couple of questions. The numbers are by the telephone.”


    “I don't see them. The place is a bit of a mess.”


    “Check carefully. Otherwise, you'll be looking them up again.”


    I drummed my fingers on the phone and listened to scrambling, rustling sounds for a bit while my bill mounted. Eventually Alvin came back. “Oh yeah, here they are. Are you really going to call them from Italy? Are you going to wait until three in the morning?” Alvin said after he had read out the numbers and I'd copied them.


    “Camilla?”


    “Please don't whine, Alvin.”


    “You won't tell Violet's old friends about Violet, will you? I mean about the look in her eyes and everything?”


    “Of course not.”


    “We've been through so much together. You still feel she's our friend, don't you?”


    “What's the matter with you? Of course she's our friend. Nothing could ever change that.”


    “You said…”


    “Look, Alvin. I'm afraid she's on a dangerous path. She's up to something.”


    “But…”


    “And she doesn't believe I'll condone it.”


    “You? You're the one that always plays fast and loose with the law.”


    “What? That's not true.”


    “Sure it's true. What does she want to do? It must be something awful if you wouldn't go along with it.”


    I took a deep breath. “Revenge, Alvin. She's seeking revenge.”

  


  
    Fifteen


    I called Hazel next. I reached her answering machine. I tried again a few minutes later, with the same result. Theer's no point in leaving a message when you're calling from a payphone in Italy.


    Luckily Betty was home and answering.


    “This is Camilla MacPhee. I hope I'm not calling too early.”


    “What a surprise, dear. And a pleasant one. It's not early for me, I just got in from my morning walk. Are you planning another visit?”


    “No, I'm in Italy. I do have a question for you.”


    “For heaven's sake! Are you really calling from Italy? Did you find Violet? I hope this isn't bad news about her.”


    “I need to ask you about Harrison Jones.”


    “You're calling me from Italy to ask about Harry Jones? Goodness.”


    “Bear with me. Mrs. Parnell, I mean Violet, has been to see the site where he was shot down, she has visited the partisans who sheltered him, and she's still on the trail of something. Was there any kind of unusual story about his plane being shot down?”


    “Not that I know of. What sort of thing do you mean?”


    “I'm not even sure. Only one parachute was deployed. Maybe that was it. Do you ever hear any negative stories about Harry Jones?”


    A headmistressy chill drifted down the phone line. “I certainly did not.”


    “I wondered if there was anything odd about his escape with the partisans.”


    I still felt the nip in Betty's voice. “I know that sometimes people do things that they wouldn't do at home. Harry was a wonderful boy, valiant and patriotic and very loyal. I think the only thing he ever did that didn't measure up was to jilt poor Violet. That's just my opinion, but in my career, I needed to be a pretty good judge of character, and Harry was, and is, very honourable.”


    “Okay, it was just an idea.”


    “You should be careful what you say, dear.”


    “Sorry, just trying to make sense of this situation.”


    “Even so, you must do that without causing harm. I can't believe Violet would want that.”


    I felt a knot in my stomach, and not just because of Betty's preachy tone. Dr. Hasheem had warned about possible paranoia and personality change. What if Mrs. P. was not in danger but dangerous? I chose not to mention that to Betty.


    “Point taken,” I said.


    “I'd be happy to try to help. If I think of another reason for Violet to inquire about Harry, I'll certainly let you know.”


    “Thanks. I'll be back in touch.”


    I waited a bit and tried Hazel's line for the third time. I got the answering machine again. Hazel was obviously a woman on the move.


    By this time, my tire was fixed, and I could get the hell out of Florence. Hazel would have to wait.


    
      * * *
    


    Mrs. Parnell's traits, like loyalty and comradeship, might have been on hiatus, but she could still give lessons in strategy. I was disadvantaged by not knowing what she was seeking. And therefore, I had no clue where she'd gone. I was back to speculating about the list of towns. I puzzled over the map, calculating distances to each of these places from Florence.


    Whatever she was looking for, she would still want to avoid me. She knows the way I think. Would she conclude that if I could track her down in Florence, and if I knew about Berli, I might also know about the other towns on the list? If so, she'd want to outwit me. She'd put herself in my mind. Normally, I'd head for Pieve San Simone, because that was closest, although it wasn't far from Alcielo. Mrs. P. could safely assume I would never opt for Montechiaro, because it was in the middle. That was a compromise and not my style.


    Decision made. Montechiaro it was. I edged the Ka into traffic and aimed for Montechiaro, even if it did seem just plain wrong. According to my calculations, it was less than two hours south east of Florence.


    During the drive, I kept looking through my rearview for signs of the black Mercedes. Even though the only thing I saw was a small bright blue Citroën, which had been behind me for a long way, I couldn't let down my guard. People can change cars. I put the accelerator to the floor and shot forward. The Citroën kept pace. In fact, it seemed to be trying to overtake me. The driver kept honking his horn and waving his arm out the window. Under the circumstances, I didn't plan on putting myself at some stranger's mercy. Since I was in a strategic mode, I whipped off the autostrada at the next exit, without signalling. I raced along the secondary road until I came to a village. Just over the crest of a hill was a cross-roads with three choices. I made a plan. I made an illegal turn and tucked the Ka behind a stone building. I watched as the Citroën slowed at the crossroads, then sped off in the wrong direction, raising dust in the late afternoon sky.


    
      * * *
    


    Montechiaro is the opposite of Florence. I found no traffic, no tourists, few buildings and not a whole lot going on. A few scattered farms with crumbling stone outbuildings, a half-dozen chickens pecking here and there, and a dusty road leading to a prominent hilltop villa. Vineyards snaked up the hill to meet the building. A pair of goats hung around. No big deal, as far as I could see.


    The sole farmer I met did not speak English. Probably had no cousins in Canada. He stared as I tried my missing nonna routine on him. As far as I could tell, he hadn't seen Mrs. P. or the Volvo or a black Mercedes. No sign of a pesky Citroën. I pointed up the hill and asked about the villa. Turned out I should have called it il Palazzo. Well, pardon me.


    I hopped back into my Ka and prepared to storm the palace. I chugged up the long road to il Palazzo Degli Angeli. As I got closer, I saw that this was no mere villa. Four stories high in the centre, the building was layered like a wedding cake, with pillars that would do any classical Greek proud. A spectacular ornamental pool at the approach set the tone. Classical marble statues watched over the shimmering pool and immaculate property.


    If Alvin had been there, he would have said Lord thundering Jesus. I just gawked.


    I parked the Ka next to an elderly, dust-covered Fiat 500. The two cars looked like a pair of dinky toys left outside by some royal child. I felt pretty small myself approaching the massive door at the top of the wide marble staircase. My sisters would say it had serious curb appeal. It felt like the setting for a fairy tale except for the lack of passing peasants and the presence of the security sticker by the door. As I raised my hand to knock, the door swung open and a most elegant man said “Buon giorno, signora.” He was about forty, long, thin and slightly lopsided, giving the impression he'd been painted by Modigliani. On him, it looked good.


    I trotted out my well-worn missing nonna tearjerker, repeating the word for cardiac crisis three times. I flashed the poster. He switched effortlessly to English with a hint of Oxford and enough Italian inflection to make it sexy. If you could bottle that and sell it, you'd make a fortune.


    “Come in, please. I am Claudio Degli Angeli,” he said.


    “Camilla MacPhee.” I extended my hand and gave him my firmest handshake. He winced. Too bad. You never want to let the palace-dwellers get the upper hand.


    “Let us go into my office, and you can sit and explain your problem in comfort. Your grandmother is missing and ill? How dreadful. Have you contacted the authorities?”


    “No luck there yet,” I said.


    I followed him through a grand hallway flanked on both sides by vast sparsely furnished rooms and twelve-foot shuttered windows. Our footsteps echoed on the marble floors. I spotted a grand piano in one of the rooms as we swept past. You couldn't complain about overcrowding here. Cheap reproduction prints of Renaissance paintings hung on the walls. Maybe that was typical palace chic. How would I know?


    When we reached a much smaller room off to the left, he stood back to let me pass. At least this one had armchairs with faded, comfortable-looking upholstery. A high, antique secretary-style desk with many drawers and stacks of paperwork dominated the room. I took the seat I was offered, and Claudio Degli Angeli stayed standing.


    “Nice place,” I said.


    He shrugged. “What is left of it. It was once very splendid. May I offer you an aperitivo?”


    I had begun just to say yes to all offers of food or drink in Italy. Refusals, even polite refusals, just slow things down.


    He poured a bit of cognac from a crystal decanter and handed me a delicate snifter. He was definitely not the kind of guy to pop beer caps with his teeth.


    He bent elegantly into his chair and raised his own glass. I raised mine back at him. After a graceful sip, he said, “Yes, I have seen your grandmother, although aside from needing a cane, she did not appear to be suffering from any physical or mental impediments.”


    “Trust me,” I said, “she's in big trouble. What did she want here?”


    “She warned me about people who might follow her and pry,” he said.


    “I bet she did. She doesn't want to be found. And you're right, she's in good mental shape. She is also in danger. She has a blocked artery. Plus someone is pursuing her.”


    “She's not really your grandmother, is she?”


    “Possibly not. Grandmothers get attention here in Italy, and as they say, when in Rome…”


    He laughed out loud. I think we were both surprised by that laugh. It seemed to do the trick.


    He said, “Of course, we are not in Rome.”


    “Nevertheless, someone really is after her. Someone with a black Mercedes who has killed a partisan.” I paused. People who lived in palazzi could quite easily drive Mercedes-Benzes. Great. Here I was in the bowels of a building in the middle of nowhere. My Ka could be disposed of in an outbuilding, and no one would ever know what happened to me. I took a swig of the cognac. What the hell. Too late to back out. “So,” I said, “what was she looking for?”


    “She wanted to know about the Palazzo.”


    “Did she ask anything about the second World War?”


    “Yes.”


    “About the Canadians?”


    “That is correct.”


    I looked around. “Were they here?”


    “Very much so. They commandeered the Palazzo during the offensive. The officers used the Palazzo as Headquarters.”


    I gathered from his tone this was not a good thing.


    “What happened?”


    “It killed my grandparents. Indirectly, of course. They lost so much. They could never return here. Even after many things were recovered.”


    “Was the Palazzo bombed? It doesn't look like it's been rebuilt.”


    “Not bombed. Stripped.”


    “What?”


    “Furniture, artwork, china. Rugs. All worth a fortune, family heirlooms. Gone.” He snapped his fingers.


    “You mean looted?”


    “Of course, I do.”


    “You said many things were recovered.”


    “Larger things, furniture. The grand pianos. Much of the china. The artwork and the silver, pffft.”


    “That's unbelievable.”


    He shrugged. “It was war. I can understand that. Those men had been crawling through icy mud, sleeping with corpses, having shells explode next to their sleeping trenches. War erodes the veneer of civilization in many individuals.”


    “I am sure that the Canadians were never involved in looting.”


    He smiled at me, a sweet, sad expression.


    “Signora, let us agree to disagree.”


    “Did she mention any names? Did she mention Harrison Jones.”


    “I had no way of knowing names. My grandparents wouldn't have known names either. They weren't even here. They took refuge in Switzerland until after the war. It was safer there. They heard about what happened from the staff who survived the war.”


    “The staff, that's an idea. Would any of them be alive now?”


    “They are long in their graves. No one around here remembers anything. In fact, there are very few people in the area. Most have moved to cities, you must have noticed it's very sparse. It's hard to get good help nowadays,” he said with a sly smile. “I don't suppose you'd like a job?”


    I returned his grin. “So you couldn't tell her anything.”


    “On the contrary, I was able to tell her quite a bit.”


    Why does everyone find it necessary to play stupid games? I felt like booting his skinny aristocratic backside.


    “Perhaps you could just tell me what you told her, and then we can save ourselves some time and aggravation,” I said.


    He chuckled. “My apologies. Your friend wanted to know what had been taken from the Palazzo. We had extensive records of what was taken, what was definitely or most likely destroyed, and what my grandparents believed to be stolen.”


    “What was that?”


    “Mostly paintings, small sculptures, objets d'art, religious articles. Silver, as I mentioned, although that could be melted down easily. The paintings were cut from their frames and rolled. I have read that the soldiers hid them in their bedrooms, then mailed back to Canada.”


    “That's terrible. I can't believe it.”


    “What can I say? It could be worse. My family survived the war. The Palazzo was still standing and continues to stand. We lost almost everything. We managed then, and we continue to manage. The Palazzo is a lovely spot for a wedding or a special event or party. We can support corporate functions beautifully. State of the art electronic access, of course.”


    “Did she show you any pictures?”


    “Yes. They didn't mean anything to me.”


    “Do you know where she's gone now?”


    “I have no idea. Would you like your drink topped up?”


    “I'm good to go,” I said, getting to my feet. “I have a long drive in something called a Ka. I'm thinking of upgrading to a Mercedes. What kind of vehicle do you drive?”


    “A Fiat 500. You parked next to it in the driveway. When I have the choice, I prefer to walk.”


    
      * * *
    


    The trip to Pieve San Simone might have been a beautiful drive in the daylight, but it was a least two hours south west of Montechiaro. As my trip wore on, it was getting too dark to be driving comfortably on unfamiliar secondary roads. It wasn't too dark to see a Citroën show up in my rearview though. I spotted the headlights; the blue body might have blended with the night. Were there blue Citroëns all over Italy? Just in case, I used a few evasive manoeuvers, being grateful in one way for the tangle of unpaved back roads in Tuscany. I sat in the Ka, behind a cluster of trees, until I felt confident. I was getting tired and hungry. Pieve San Simone was far enough away that, finally, I took my chances and roared off. I found no trace of my pursuer on the way. Maybe it had just been all in my mind.


    When I finally got there, Pieve San Simone was an unremarkable small town. Of course, unremarkable in Tuscan terms is still pretty damn amazing to a Canadian. I'd been on the road a long time and hadn't stopped to eat, or find a bathroom. I was starving, cold and miserable.


    I scanned the cars parked at the periphery of the Pieve San Simone piazza. I didn't know what kind of car she had taken in the end, although my money was on a Volvo. There were plenty of Fiats, no Volvos. On the bright side, there was no sign of a black Mercedes or a pesky Citroën. The piazza is the centre of community life in Italy, and all around the Pieve San Simone piazza were shops for food and clothing, services, now closed until the morning. More important, there was a trattoria, an osteria and two gelaterias, and they were hopping. When you want information, go where you find food.


    First, I found a bathroom. Then I went to the payphone in the piazza and called Hazel. Still no answer. Alvin was next on my list.


    “Did you get any better results from the security cameras?” I said.


    “I'm fine, thank you very much, Camilla. I did get to finish going through them. I wish that on you some time. Six cameras going twenty-four hours a…”


    “Get to the point, Alvin.”


    “Okay, I tracked down the Super, and we found some more shots of the guy we saw in the corridor. And get this, he was caught on the camera at least three times. You can see his face clearly. Anyway, I got the best shot printed out. Maybe the best thing is to fax it to you.”


    “Great, let me check my car fax.”


    “Doesn't your hotel have a fax?”


    “I don't have a hotel. I'm in Pieve San Simone—it's not the most cosmopolitan place in the world. I don't even know if the hotels will have private bathrooms.”


    “Pieve San Simone? Hey, that's good, because…”


    “I'll find a hotel, and I'll call you with the fax number. If they have one, which I doubt. In the meantime, keep trying Hazel's number. She's not answering, and she didn't mention going away or anything.”


    “Wait, Camilla…”


    “I'll call you back later. Gotta eat or I'll die.”


    When I pushed open the door, the osteria was jammed with people, chatting away, drinking red wine and beer. I knew the food would be fast and plentiful and most likely good. I chose the lasagna, a green salad and a glass of red wine. I settled into a rough wooden chair at a wooden table and wolfed my meal. I was lucky I'd picked this place.


    Afterwards, I had an espresso and asked about a place to stay with a fax. Everyone seemed to think the Albergo Maxim would be the best place for me. The Albergo Maxim was not far, up the hill from the piazza.


    “Very good hotel for Americans,” someone said.


    I wasn't sure what that meant. Not good for Italians? Expensive? Lousy food?


    “I'm Canadian,” I said, pointing to the flag sewn on my backpack.


    “Even better for Canadians,” was the answer. This was repeated in Italian so everyone could have a good laugh. Anything I can do to entertain. I put on what I figured was a good-natured grin.


    After I listened to the location of everyone's cousins in Canada, I said, “Maybe my nonna has checked in there. We got separated in Florence. I am trying to catch up with her. She's been sick.”


    The official English speaker translated that to the group. Everyone looked interested. La nonna continued to be magic.


    I pulled out the picture, which made its way around from table to table. O la nonna, people said. Poverina..


    No one seemed to have seen Mrs. P. The consensus was that I would almost certainly find her at the hotel.


    Ten minutes later, the nice young woman at the reception desk of the Albergo Maxim shook her head, making her silver and crystal earrings sparkle. Tears glistened in her eyes.


    “I haven't seen your grandmother. We're not supposed to give information about guests, but if you are looking for your nonna…” She shrugged to show that where nonna s are concerned, all bets are off.


    I smiled encouragingly.


    “Sorry, no signora Parnell here. Perhaps she is staying at a pensione, or in another town?” Her forehead creased with concern at the thought of the wayward nonna.


    “How about signora Wilkinson?”


    She gave me an odd look and shook her head.


    “Don't worry,” I said soothingly. “I'll find her.”


    I got the fax number and checked in.


    “You have a nice room,” the woman beamed. “Beautiful. It is on the third floor. Very big bed. Unfortunately, our elevator isn't working tonight.”


    Oh, well. I hauled my stuff up the three flights. One way to work off the vino, although I was glad I travelled light. The room was opulent in a late sixties kind of way, all red velvet and dark polished wood. I resisted the urge to lose myself in the seductively large bed. Instead, I took a quick shower, changed, and slashed on the Graffiti Red as a concession to the relentlessly groomed Italians.


    I made my way to the first gelateria. There were three in close proximity, and to my surprise, they were all doing business, despite the fact it was November. Suited me. I like ice cream. I love gelato. I had a nocciola in the first one. No one there had seen Mrs. P.


    I tried gianduia, a mix of praline and milk chocolate, at the second spot. Strike two on the Mrs. P. front. The gelato was world class, though.


    In the third one, which was full of teenagers, lots of booze bottles on the wall and a blaring television, I hit pay dirt. I ordered a pistachio. You have to get your greens somewhere.


    Everyone seemed anxious to practice their high school English. A young man came forward.


    He took the photo and stared at it with a look of importance on his handsome face. He turned to his friends and asked all the right questions. This triggered a storm of responses and a half-dozen parallel conversations. I did my best to concentrate on the conversations. People pointed. Unfortunately, they pointed in all four directions and some minor combinations, such as south south west.


    After five minutes, it became apparent that some of these young people had seen Mrs. Parnell. A consensus emerged, and the young man made the announcement with pride. That afternoon, Mrs. Parnell had been seen up the hill, although not the same hill as the Albergo Maxim.


    “Great!” I said. “I think she may be visiting a friend. I don't have the name of her friend.”


    That struck them as odd. Not knowing the names of your nonna's friends was apparently peculiar.


    “She was here during the war,” I said. “I have heard the stories many times. I wish I knew her friend's name.”


    That had the ring of truth to it, I suppose. A few more comments were offered. None of them useful.


    “You've helped a lot,” I said. “Grazie a tutti,” I added to the group.


    No one seemed to remember exactly which street Mrs. P. had been seen on, only that she had been on foot, using her cane. This was not seen as anything unusual, since everyone in town walked everywhere. Someone had noticed her pausing to smoke a cigarette, which got a chuckle from the crowd, then she'd set off again, full of energy. A quiet girl piped up and said she'd seen the old lady driving a Volvo on the road near the top of the village. That got a laugh too.


    I poked around town looking for her and her Volvo, because what else could I do? There's plenty of life in Italian towns in the evenings, and this evening was cool but dry, no nasty fog. People were still calling greetings to each other. Finally, after showing the photo to everyone I met, and walking till my feet hurt, I figured I wouldn't find her that night. I crossed the piazza to the payphone again. I got my own answering machine on the first ring. I left the fax number at the Albergo Maxim for Alvin.


    As I crossed the empty piazza again, I noticed three black Mercedes. Maybe it was a convention? Maybe this was the most popular car in the country. There were just as many Fiats, and now, a blue Citroën, with no sign of the driver. Time to head to the hotel. That luxurious bed seemed like the best and safest idea.


    There was nobody at the front desk when I crossed the lobby and headed up the stairs. I reached the landing and stopped. What was that? Someone was puffing up the stairs behind me. Holding my key, I raced up the stairs two at a time. Footsteps thundered behind me. I reached my door and fumbled with the key. Sometimes adrenaline works against you. I managed to open the door when the voice yelled, “Slow down.” I fell back against the door, and we both tumbled into the room. I only managed one gargling scream. Then I recognized the middle-aged, sandy-haired man who had landed on me.


    I got to my feet with some dignity and shouted, “What the hell are you doing here?”


    He picked himself up off the rug.


    “You bastard,” I added.


    Ray Deveau caught his breath. “What did you call me?”


    “You heard me. Running off to Mexico with some bimbo.”


    “What? What is the matter with you? Did I make a wrong turn? Is this Mexico?”


    Of course, at that moment, I began to see a small hole in my theory.


    “Why didn't you call me?” Ray dusted off his knees and sank onto the bed.


    “Do you have high blood pressure?” I said. “Your face is all red.”


    “No diversionary tactics, please.”


    “I did call you,” I said.


    “You didn't.”


    “Did. Umpteen times. At home, at work, on your cell.”


    “It doesn't work over here.”


    “Mine neither. Your work message said you were on vacation, and your daughters said you went to Mexico with some woman.”


    “They said what?”


    “Well, they implied it. I guess.”


    “And you believed that?”


    “You had to be part of the conversations to understand. It made sense at the time.”


    “A tip for the future. Don't let teenage girls be your major source of information. Particularly if the girls in question have lost their mother not that long ago and aren't interested in the old man finding anyone to replace her in his affections.”


    “Okay, point taken. What are you doing here, Ray?”


    “What do you think? You're racing all over Italy, reporting murders and hit-and-runs and attacks. Alvin can be really irritating, by the way.”


    “You think so?”


    “I know so. I've been calling him regularly. That's how I found out you were here. He was supposed to tell you to get in touch with me.”


    “I guess he did, in his own Alvin way. Maybe I wasn't listening. Never mind.”


    “I've been on your trail since Florence.”


    “By any chance, have you been driving a blue Citroën?”


    “I knew you were trying to give me the slip.”


    “I didn't realize it was you. I'm sure glad it was.”


    “Well, that's good. I'm really glad to see you too. Especially alive. Hey, is this a queen-sized bed?”


    “Yes,” I said, flopping down on it. “That's romantic.”


    “Yeah, good luck finding a waiter with a margarita in this burg.”


    
      * * *
    


    “I didn't realize that you snored,” Ray said in the morning.


    “Right, like you don't.”


    “How would you know? You were sawing logs all night. With your mouth open too. That some kind of test for me?”


    The day had gotten off to a good start. It felt great having Ray there. He was bound to have theories about the best way to find Mrs. P., and since he was a cop, I was less likely to get arrested in the process.


    Over breakfast, I filled him in on everything that had happened from the time I'd arrived in Italy. I didn't even skip over the embarrassing incident in the car rental garage. I told him what I'd learned and what I'd concluded, which was not much.


    “It must have something to do with this Harrison Jones. Alvin is working on getting information on him. He's going to try to find Hazel. She's a gossip, and she might have something interesting to add. Alvin has a few things to do. It's better to keep him busy and, face it, we need all the help we can get,” I said.


    “Let me make some calls after breakfast,” Ray said. “We'll find out about this guy.”


    Who needs margaritas on the beach when you have a guy who'll make a call without being badgered?


    We were on our third espresso when the young woman from the front desk rushed into the dining room waving a piece of paper.


    “This is great. It's the fax from Alvin,” I said to Ray.


    We leaned over to get a good look at the two faxed pages.


    “Well, it would be great if you could make out the image,” I complained.


    “No kidding. Just a blob, and this must have used up most of the ink in the hotel fax machine,” Ray said.


    “So we're no further ahead. So much for digital images. They're always a bit fuzzy anyway.”


    “Digital? He has it in digital form?” Ray's eyebrows shot up. “Why doesn't he e-mail them to you?”


    “How am I supposed to get e-mail in Italy? I can't even get my cellphone to work.”


    “Internet cafés are all over the place. There's one right on the piazza.”


    “Really? I guess I didn't notice.”


    “I'll do it for you.” Ray scribbled on a piece of paper. “Give Alvin my e-mail address, and we're in business.”


    “I'm glad you're on the team, Ray.”


    Ray might have been on the team, but when I got to the payphone, apparently Alvin wasn't. No answer. I left a voicemail and hoped Ray's e-mail address didn't get mangled.


    Ray was leaning against the wall in the hotel lobby when I rejoined him. His arms were crossed, and he looked a lot more relaxed than I felt. He said, “Where to next?”


    “We'll be knocking on doors here, trying to find out if anyone saw Mrs. P. in town. After that, there's only the one town left. Alcielo. It's not far from here, the next town of any size. If we don't find her there, I don't know what to do.”


    At least the weather had turned. Ray and I were heading into a mild, sunny November day, no rain, no fog, just perfect. Ray had already checked us out. I suppose he'd updated the records, paid the double rate and settled up for our breakfasts. As I passed, the desk, the girl with the twinkly earrings waved and called out, “Signora MacPhee, I have made enquiries about your nonna. Someone suggested she may have been visiting the American gentleman staying at the Villa Rosa. Of course, it might be someone entirely different.” She stopped and shrugged. If she wondered where Ray had come from, she never mentioned it.


    “Where's the Villa Rosa?” I said.


    She beckoned us over to the desk, drew a map on the hotel stationery and offered a few tips on not getting lost.


    “Do you know this man?”


    “No.”


    “Are you certain he's American?”


    “No, he's not from here for sure. Not English either. He is very rich, and he speaks Italian with an accent. I thought…”


    “Is his name Harrison Jones?”


    The earring swayed as she shook her head. “I do not know his name. One of the maids has a sister who keeps house for him. Wait here, please, I will ask.”


    “This could be it, Ray. Let's get over there. And we'll take the two cars. She can't get away from both of us.”


    Ray chuckled. “I still can't believe the old girl tricked you like that.”


    “Glad someone thinks it's funny. She won't succeed with a stunt like that again,” I said with more confidence than I felt.


    Our helper bustled back in two minutes, waving another piece of paper. She said, “Here it is. I have no idea how to pronounce it.”


    Ray and I stared at the neatly printed name.


    “Who the hell is this Guy Prendergast?” Ray said.


    I felt a flush of excitement. “He's a man from the past. And you know what? I think he might be dead.”


    
      * * *
    


    Perhaps the Villa Rosa was named for its soft Tuscan pink colour. It was one of many reconstructed farm houses that dot the hills in Tuscany, surrounded by olive trees and ancient cypress. Although this villa stood on a hill, at the end of a tangle of dirt roads, with the map and travel tips, we had no trouble finding it. Up close, the villa was smaller than most. I glanced around the property for a Mercedes. I saw only a battered green Rover.


    Ray scanned the property while I banged on the rustic wooden door until a very tall, stooped man opened it. His brilliant blue eyes were still bright and alert. And his spiky white brush cut, overdue for a cut, contrasted with leathery skin the colour of cognac. He had leather sandals on his feet, a glass of red wine in his hand and a Peter Robinson paperback tucked under his arm. He peered at us over half-moon reading glasses. I recognized the long jaw from the old photo.


    Ray stuck out his hand, “Ray Deveau, how you doing.”


    “And my name is Camilla MacPhee,” I said, “Are you Guy Prendergast?”


    “Sure am. It must be my lucky day to have two English-speaking visitors.” He had a firm two-fisted handshake, just a slight tremor in the thin fingers. Something told me he was not surprised to see us. Had he had a call from the hotel? Or had Mrs. Parnell warned him I might show up? He kept up the pretense of an unexpected visit as he ushered us through the house, an interior of cool tile floors and rough walls in the soft Tuscan pink.


    “Don't mind the mess,” he said with a slight quaver in his voice. “I've developed the bad habits of a single man. Perhaps if I'd known you were coming, I might have cleaned up a bit, but probably not.”


    Of course, I liked Guy Prendergast's casual approach to housekeeping. Books lay stacked in piles, a half-dozen empty wine bottles clustered in a corner. My guess was his housekeeper spent most of her time in the kitchen and cleaning, since everything that could gleam gleamed. She'd have orders to leave the books alone. As we passed through, I noticed the walls sported some very nice artwork, elegant oil landscapes, which fit in well. We filed past a large rustic wooden table with an open suitcase on top. A second heavy wooden door led to a stone patio, nestled against the vine-covered back wall.


    “Have a seat,” he said, pointing to mismatched wooden chairs. There was nothing casual in the way he kept his plants. Well-tended rosemary, thyme and basil still grew profusely in the raised herb garden. Hibiscus trees hugged the walls. I sniffed the air and found it hard to believe it would ever be winter anywhere. Guy Prendergast seemed very pleased at our visit, although we hadn't given him any idea of what we wanted. He hadn't asked.


    Ray and I declined the offer of red wine. Ray relaxed and leaned back in his rickety chair and gazed out at the view of rolling hills and vineyards. I kept my eyes on our host. I wasn't so sure we could trust this foxy old fellow. I sat forward and whipped out the fragile, faded photo of the six young people.


    “Will you look at that,” he said shaking his head and chuckling. “What a bunch.”


    “Do you remember these people?”


    “Who could forget them? Betty Connaught was a bit hoity-toity, too good for the likes of me. The kind of gal who'd say one thing and mean another. Now we'd call her passive-aggressive. Now that Hazel Fellows was a pretty thing, always up for a party, loved to laugh. And Violet Wilkinson, she was the best, just splendid. Never met anyone like her.”


    “Me neither,” I said.


    He said. “Hasn't changed a bit. After all these years. Still has that look in her eyes. Not to be trifled with, Vi wasn't, then or now.”


    I blurted out, “Did you stay in touch with her?”


    His eyes flicked away. “Not really. I carried a torch for her all over Europe, but she had her heart set on Harry Jones, that's this fellow here.” He pointed to the first golden boy with the debonair grin. “So there wasn't much point in hoping.”


    Something told me there was still a spark left in that torch, even after more than sixty years. Guy Prendergast continued, “By the time I found out that fool Harry had jilted her, she was going out with this Parnell fella. I knew him a bit too. Stuffy as all get out, but he was stubborn. He wouldn't have given up like I did. My own fault. What is it the kids say nowadays? You snooze, you lose?”


    “I'm sorry,” I said.


    “I tried again after that Parnell fella died. Wrote to her, hoping to get things going. I never heard back. That time I took the hint and found myself a nice girl, got married and turned my attention to making money and raising kids.”


    By this time, I'd decided the quaver in his voice was age or illness rather than emotion or nervousness.


    “Mrs. Parnell is in Italy now.”


    He peered at me over the half-moon glasses.


    I said, “She's investigating what happened to Harry Jones in the war. She's visiting people who might know something about him.”


    “Really?” he said, taking off the glasses and slipping them into his pocket.


    “Yes. And we've been told she came here to see you.”


    “Have you. Well, you can't keep secrets if you're a foreigner in Italy. The locals know everything. Walk into the bakery, and everyone behind the counter is already up on what you had for dinner last night.”


    I fought down a flash of impatience. “We'd like to get to the point. Mrs. Parnell needs medical help. We have to find her before something bad happens. I want to know what she was doing here.”


    “Medical help? What kind?” That was news to him. The dark leathery skin paled at least two shades.


    “She's in grave danger of having a cardiac arrest. Her doctor is outraged that she would even consider flying to Italy in her condition. I don't care if she told you to stonewall anyone who came looking for her. She needs help, and you'd goddam well better help us.” So much for the well-mannered guest.


    Ray looked more than a bit surprised by my outburst. Guy Prendergast took it in his stride. Maybe someone had prepared him to be yelled at. “I didn't know she wasn't well. I should have guessed from the look of her. Not herself at all. Can't say I blame her. Thing is, we were all so wrong about Harry, weren't we? It had to come out some time.”


    “What do you mean?”


    “I mean, no one would ever have expected it. He seemed such a fine fellow, way better for a fine gal like Violet than a layabout like me. Something changed him. He…”


    We were on to something new now, and I couldn't stop myself from interrupting. “Changed him how? Please get to the point.”


    “War does strange things to people. It can wreck your mind and heart. Some never get over it. Some rough and ready fellas grew up on the front lines, came back stronger and tougher. Others hear screaming shells and the shrieks of dying comrades all their lives. They end up wrecks of human beings. Nervous breakdowns, drinking.” He raised his glass and chuckled. “Who am I to talk, with my vino rosso at ten thirty in the morning?”


    “One last time, how did Harry change?”


    “Well, if you ask me, Harry just plain went bad.”


    Ray had been quiet up to this time. He said, “Bad? What kind of bad?”


    “First of all, Perce was shot down, then Harry was seriously injured. I guess you know that. They were together all their lives. Harry was always the good influence, and Perce was the wild one, he was always in trouble, some of it serious. I don't think Harry got over Perce dying. Never was the same afterwards.”


    I frowned. “I never heard anything about Perce being in serious trouble. Hazel alluded to childhood pranks, that was all. Are you sure? I thought he was such a heroic guy.”


    “Well, it would depend on who you asked. His family thought the sun shone out of his arse, if you'll pardon the expression. And Harry did too, always bailing Perce out. He'd have done anything for his buddy. Not everybody felt the same way. Perce was skating pretty close to the wire when he died. Maybe Harry snapped. Maybe he took over where Perce left off.”


    “What was Perce involved in?” A cop's tone edged into Ray's voice.


    “I couldn't really say. No proof.” He gestured toward the green hills that surrounded the villa. “Wouldn't like to lose all this in a lawsuit.”


    I looked him straight in the eye. “A lawsuit will be the least of any of our problems, if you don't start to treat this seriously. We're trying to keep someone we care about alive. You say you care about her too. Tell us what you know.”


    He let out a long sigh. “I've already caused enough harm. All right, Perce got mixed up with the wrong people, shady types. The kind who get court-martialed. Or shot because they find themselves in the wrong place at the wrong time. Black market shenanigans, contraband, that sort of thing, back in England. At the time of his death, he was supposed to have been under investigation for some serious activities. That's what I heard from some of the RCAF guys I ran into after the war.”


    I butted in. “Let me guess. Did the bad stuff have to do with the looting at the Palazzo Degli Angeli?”


    Guy Prendergast picked up his wine, sipped it and frowned thoughtfully. “I don't know about that. There were rumours about looting at the Palazzo. Never saw any of it myself. We were busy trying to stay alive in 1944 and 1945. Having our friends bleed to death in our arms. Wasn't a shopping expedition, let me tell you. Canadian troops were high calibre. Even though the rumour was that the people who owned that Palazzo…”


    “The Degli Angeli family,” I interjected.


    “That's the name. They were supposed to have been very hospitable to the Nazis. I'm not so sure they really were. Some of the fellas might not have been too sympathetic if they did hear that kind of gossip. Anyway, none of the officers I encountered tolerated any monkey business.”


    “Perce could have been mixed up in it?”


    “I don't see how. He wasn't anywhere near there. He was an airman, flew bombers.”


    “Mrs. Parnell went to the Palazzo. Must be some kind of connection.”


    “Sure there was a connection, and the connection wasn't Perce, it was Harry. I told you he went bad afterwards. His regiment would have been moving up through that part of Italy, not all that far from here really. I'm pretty sure he could have been involved in looting fine artwork and other valuables from there and other places too. Wouldn't be surprised if that's what got him started doing so well after the war.”


    “Did you tell Mrs. Parnell this?”


    I knew the answer before he opened his mouth.


    “Oh, God, what the hell did I start?” He lifted the wine glass and drained it in one serious gulp.


    “Okay, so you did. How did she track you down here?”


    “I found her. It was awful lonely here after my wife died. Never stopped thinking about Violet. Perhaps I should have kept my mouth shut and let her have her memories. I was hoping maybe she'd have a place in her heart for me, I suppose. Two lonely people. One independent woman, one foolish old romantic with more money than brains. Did pretty well out of my business, and then got lucky with some investments. Bought up a few old farms around here years back, and they've paid off well too. Timing is everything, and the Brits are crazy for this area. I figured the right art can give you a good return too, and, even if it doesn't, you get to enjoy it. So I started buying pieces, some good furniture, a few oils. A while back, I bought a lovely landscape that would suit this place. You walked by it on the way out here.” He pointed toward the house. “I dealt with an associate of Harry's. Figured you could trust a boy from back home, and the people he dealt with. Fella I got to know in the appraisal business dropped a hint my painting has a very iffy provenance. He hinted it might have been stolen from a church. He turned up his nose when I mentioned Brockbank & Brickle. I had gone through Harry's company for more than one purchase, and let me tell you, I was pretty steamed. I dug around a bit more, the lost art registry, that kind of thing, turned up a bit of mucky business about Harry and his lads. I never had enough solid stuff to go the police, especially here where there are a lot of hands in a lot of pockets.” He peered at us to see if we got the point.


    We had. This was something unexpected. I found my eyebrows up. Ray's jaw tensed.


    Prendergast said, “What I learned made sense of some of those wartime rumours.”


    I bit my tongue. Guy Prendergast sure liked to drag out a story.


    He said, “I knew Violet would have nothing but contempt for any dishonest dealings. Vi was all about King and Country. Duty. Straight as an arrow. I always kept tabs on her. I wrote her a letter letting her know I wanted to visit her. No response. I called her, and she said the past was the past. She didn't want to see me.” He stopped and chuckled. “Lots of spirit, that gal. Finally, I figured it was my last kick at the can. Not too many Canadian visits left in the old fella, far too comfortable here at Villa Rosa. To make a long story short, I made a trip to Ottawa, and I just dropped in on Violet, caught her unawares. I hauled out everything I knew about Harry and spilled the beans. I even had some photos of him and his boys in later years, with an Italian dealer known to be a slippery customer. I showed her that to prove Harry's no matinee idol now. Vi and I had been friends back in Canada, and I was hoping once she'd let me through the door, maybe one thing would lead to another, you know. Thought that might be more likely to happen if she didn't still half-worship that damned scoundrel. I figured I didn't have anything to lose, except the plane fare, and that's only money you can't take with you. I must have been nuts.”


    Ray was sitting forward on his rickety chair, drinking in every word. He'd be registering it all in his police officer's brain. Sixty years of unrequited love. There seemed to be quite a bit of that going around.


    I said. “What happened when you told her?”


    “She threw the photo into the garbage and tossed me out like last week's trash. Not physically. She said I had nothing to go on. Talked about slander, libel. Threatened me with her cane. Still quite the woman. You never want a gal like that to get mad at you.” He chuckled sadly.


    I didn't dare glance at Ray.


    “When was this visit to Canada?”


    “Just got back, not even a week ago. I'm not unpacked yet, suitcase is still on the table. Evelina never would have put up with that.”


    “Then Mrs. Parnell turned up here last night.”


    “Yes.”


    “And what happened?”


    He chuckled again. “Vi's not the type to turn down a glass of sherry. Not like you young pups, no staying power.”


    “Why did she come here to see you, if she was so angry?”


    “She'd given it some thought. Said she did a bit of research and decided I might be right after all. Wasn't too happy about it. Needed to know more about what he'd gotten up to. Wanted details, names.”


    “Is she still in Pieve San Simone?” I glanced at the house. What if she were hiding in it? There'd been no sign of a car.


    “She went on to Alcielo. Next stop. If I were that miserable bastard Harry Jones, I'd be shaking in my boots.” Guy Prendergast threw back his head and guffawed.


    “He's near death in an English nursing home.”


    “That a fact?”


    Ray said, “Any idea where in Alcielo?”


    “Annalisa's, I imagine. Wouldn't be surprised if she had a word with Sergio either.”


    Before I jotted down Sergio and Annalisa at the end of my long list of Italian names, I asked. “Do you have last names?”


    “Sorry. Alcielo's a small Italian town. Everyone knows them. Sergio's in restoration. Well, Annalisa's got a finger in a lot of stuff. Well, she did. She's getting on now, as we all are.”


    I leaned over to Ray, “People might be on Mrs. Parnell's trail. Alcielo's not that far from here. I'll go ahead and find her. You stay here and get Mr. Prendergast to fill you in on Harry Jones’ sins.”


    “That won't be happening, Camilla,” Ray said. “We'll stick together. We'll be back to see Mr. Prendergast as soon as we make sure Mrs. Parnell's safe.”


    “I'm not going anywhere,” Guy Prendergast said, struggling to his feet. “Hold on, what people might be on her trail?”


    “We don't know. Whoever they are, they're connected somehow.”


    He slumped back. The chair rattled and came close to tipping. “Thash terrible. Maybe I should come along too. I know Alcielo, and I speak the lingo.”


    “No,” Ray and I blurted together.


    I added, “Thank you. We'll be back if we need more information. Please be careful, and don't let anyone in.”


    Ray glanced meaningfully at the empty wine glass. “In fact, don't drive anywhere.”


    
      * * *
    


    Alcielo, when we finally squealed into it, turned out to be a medieval fortified hill town, plunked in the middle of the sprawling tobacco fields. It had an almost magical quality. Alcielo meant something like “to the sky” or “to heaven”. That fit the place. Too bad I wasn't there to be charmed. I pulled the Ka into the piazza, stepped out and stretched as Ray parked the Citroën next to me.


    “You ask around for Sergio and Annalisa,” Ray said. “There's an internet café right across the piazza. I'll see if Alvin sent that guy's photo. Don't go off by yourself.”


    “Of course I won't.”


    “I mean it. Do not. And don't bother to get huffy either. You ask in the shops. As soon as I check this, we'll head to the police station and see if we can get some help with finding Mrs. Parnell without alarming her. Maybe we'll have some luck on the Harry Jones front too. I want to take that photo image with me. The police will know who Sergio and Annalisa are too.


    I said. “You know what? I'm not sure I trust and believe this Guy Prendergast. Maybe Mrs. Parnell's not here after all. What do you think?”


    “I'm a cop. We don't really trust anyone.”


    “That's a bad attitude. Do you trust me?”


    “To do the most cautious and sensible thing, no. To go right out on a limb regardless of consequences, absolutely.”


    “Sorry I asked. Okay, I'll make a phone call while you check the e-mail. Considering the circumstances, I don't think it's too early to call Canada. Alvin and I have been trying to reach Hazel. She seems to be out all the time, so early morning might do the trick. She might remember something more about this Guy Prendergast. I'll run the Harry Jones stuff by her too for a reaction. I'll try Betty too.”


    “Sounds harmless.”


    Betty's answering machine picked up. Since I was unreachable, there was no point in leaving a message. The phone rang on and on in Hazel's house, no answering machine this time. Just as I was getting ready to hang up, a breathless voice answered.


    “Hazel?” I said. “Glad I caught you at home. We've been trying to reach you. Look, there's something I need to ask you about. It has to do with Harry Jones.”


    “Who is speaking, please?” The female voice sounded middle-aged yet oddly shaky, although I figured that might have been the phone line.


    “Camilla MacPhe,” I said. “Who is this?”


    “Val Desrochers. I'm Hazel's step-daughter.”


    “Oh,” I said, surprised. “May I speak with Hazel?”


    “I'm sorry, she's…”


    “Look, it's urgent really. Tell her it has to do with her old friend Violet Parnell. I'm sure she'll take the call.”


    “I'm sure she would if she could,” she said.


    “Let's let her make that choice,” I snapped.


    “She can't. She's in hospital. ICU. She's been there for a couple of days.”


    “ICU? What happened?”


    “We don't know. One of the neighbours heard the phone ringing and ringing and eventually decided to check on her. He found the door open slightly. He came in and found her unconscious. They called the ambulance, then contacted us.”


    “I'm sorry. That's awful. She seemed so lively. Did she have a heart attack?”


    “A head injury. She must have tripped and hit her head on the corner of the fireplace hearth.”


    I remembered that raised hearthstone in Hazel's living room. I shook my head at the image of pretty little Hazel crumpled against it with blood spreading on the cream marble.


    I said, “That's terrible. It's a good thing the neighbour looked in.” I figured the phone calls must have been from Alvin. Maybe a couple from me.


    Val's voice choked up. I waited until she could speak again. “Yes, it was. We don't know how long she was here alone, but she was very dehydrated,” she said. “We only got together once a week for lunch, and the rest of the time we stayed in touch by phone. I feel so guilty. She always insisted she didn't need a babysitter. She was so independent. She was getting ready to head for Florida.”


    “She mentioned she liked her independence. I can't imagine anyone trying to interfere with her freedom,” I said.


    “I wish I had. She might have died here alone. Perhaps we should have insisted she move to a residence with more supervision.”


    “I'd like to keep in touch and see how she's doing. You may hear from me again or from my assistant, Alvin Ferguson. Is there a number where we can reach you?”


    “MacPhee, you said? C. MacPhee?”


    “Yes.”


    “Your name was on the phone display. Quite a few calls. We wondered who you were.”


    That must have been Alvin calling from my place. I'd been meaning to switch my new phone number to unlisted, but now I was glad I hadn't gotten around to it.


    “When I visited Hazel, we talked about the war and some people we needed to contact.”


    Val seemed to have regained control of her voice. She said almost cheerfully, “Oh, the war years. She would have loved that. Sure, you can call me.” She gave me her number, and I copied it down.


    “Please let me know how she's doing,” I said.


    She said, “Will do. I have your number on the phone. We'll let you know how it goes.”


    “You'll have to leave a message. I'm out of town. And I hope everything goes well. Hazel seemed to me to be a very strong person.”


    “She is. If anyone can recover from this, she'd be the one.”


    After the phone call, I took a deep breath. I stood on the sunny piazza, thinking dark thoughts. The open door sounded a lot like our discovery of Mrs. Parnell's apartment. What if Hazel's so-called accident was a deliberate attack? My heart started thundering. Was Betty in danger too? Was it open season on elderly ladies who knew Harry Jones? I tried again. I left a message. “Betty, be careful of anything connected to Harry Jones or Guy Prendergast. Make sure you don't let anyone into your apartment. Please call my assistant as soon as you can. He'll fill you in. I'm in Alcielo in Tuscany, and I'll try to reach you later. Please be careful.”


    Of course, next I had to fill Alvin in. At least he answered the phone. “Listen carefully,” I said.


    “Me first. I have something to tell you.”


    “It can wait. Hazel's in critical condition in the hospital.”


    “Lord thundering Jesus. Critical condition!”


    “Exactly. She was found unconscious. She'd hit her head on the fireplace hearth. The neighbour found her, because the front door was open, and the phone was ringing incessantly.”


    “That must have been me. I told you I kept calling.”


    “And it's a good thing you did. Otherwise the neighbour might not have gone in until too late.”


    “The open door, that's what happened with Violet.”


    “Exactly. And that's just creepy.”


    “That reminds me, Camilla…”


    “Hang on, Alvin. Another thing. Betty doesn't answer her phone either.”


    “You think something happened to her too?”


    “I have called quite a few times.”


    Alvin said. “You think the same person who ransacked Violet's place hurt Hazel?”


    “I don't know. It seems like a strange coincidence. It might mean there is more than one person involved. We have bad things going on over here too. They might be connected.”


    Alvin said, “How?”


    “Don't ask me, I've been wrong about everything so far. And there are liars everywhere, apparently.”


    “Wait a minute. I've got something to…”


    “Hold that thought. First I need you to keep checking on Betty and make sure nothing's happened there. I'm really worried. Then, as soon as you can in the morning, get down to Kingston with that picture and talk to Hazel's neighbours. See if that creep was anywhere near her. You can get in touch with her stepdaughter, Val Desrochers, to see how she's doing. If Hazel's okay, and I sure hope she is, maybe she can identify the guy. I'll call you back when I have anything to add. Write down this number,” I said, reading it out carefully.


    “Got it, Camilla,” Alvin said, after a bit of scratching. “Don't hang up. I have good news.”


    “What's the good news, Alvin? Were you successful in emailing the photo to Ray?”


    “That's done. The big thing is that I found a lot of info on this Harrison Jones dude. He's a big deal in the art and antiques business. He was the Managing Director of a couple of English companies. Brockbank & Brickle is the main one. They're respectable international dealers. Art and antiques. Sort of like a smaller version of Christie's or Sotheby's. He made a pile of money from various things. His companies have diversified into different kinds of import/export. If the antique market's soft, then they have other interests. Lives in…”


    “Hampshire,” I said. “I knew that.”


    “He married into the Brockbank family, which had a solid business. That's about it. Not much help, really.”


    “Any scandals?”


    “I didn't read about anything like that. They sound like very respectable people. Why do you ask that?”


    “Today Ray and I met Guy Prendergast, who suggested Harry Jones may have ‘liberated’ some stuff, maybe lots of stuff during the war. That he'd turned into a sleazy sort.”


    “That's bad. But it's also a long time ago. This Harry Jones guy is in bad shape. I called the company and spoke to his personal assistant. I said I was doing a project for business school on international art dealers.”


    “What did you learn?”


    “She doesn't think he'll live long. She started to cry when she was talking about him. She was really excited about my project and wanted me to talk to one of his sons. They run the business now. I guess they're in their fifties. Now that Daddy's sick, they're finally taking over.”


    “Sons. I hadn't thought of that. They might have something to lose if there was something fishy.”


    “Yeah, but they're middle-aged respectable business people. They wouldn't run off and start killing old people on two continents because of a few rumours.”


    For once Alvin was being sensible, and I had to agree. “You're right. These days it takes a lot of hanky-panky to have any impact. Even major firms like Christie's and Sotheby's have weathered scandals. I seem to remember smuggling charges in one case. I don't remember against which firm, which sort of proves my point. Anyway, it was serious stuff, but no one ran around killing people.”


    “It's true. Even if people do get convicted and go to jail, they still come out and get back to business. Some of them go on TV and make some more money.” I could tell this was a sore point.


    “Right again, Alvin. It would have to be something huge and awful. Nothing that Guy Prendergast alluded to would do more than keep the legal counsel busy. Hard to prove complicity. Face it, no one will arrest old Harry Jones if he's dying. And the Jones sons wouldn't even have been born until after the war. They couldn't have been looting anything. I'll keep thinking about what this all might mean. See what else you can find out. And don't forget to check in on Betty and call Hazel's step-daughter.”


    “I'm on it. I think we're getting somewhere.”


    
      * * *
    


    I met up with Ray outside the internet café.


    “Hey, I see you managed to stay out of trouble for twenty minutes,” he said. “Good going.”


    I let that slide. After all, the man had many excellent points. I liked the way his sandy hair ruffled in the breeze, and I loved that grin. I filled him in on Harry Jones and his sons, and the situation with Hazel.


    Ray nodded. “I think we should find out a bit more about these people, without making too many waves. The cops have access to stuff that Alvin won't. I'll make some calls. I know a few guys with international connections too. It's a bit early to call Canada now. Let's give people time to get to work. Hey, you look pretty upset.”


    “Now I'm worried about Betty as well as Mrs. P. and Hazel.”


    “Let's go sit somewhere. We'll work on our plan.” Ray put his arm around me as we crossed the piazza yet again. I was damned glad of that arm.


    The midday sun was flooding the piazza, and people spilled out of homes and businesses. Tourists and locals alike took advantage of the good weather after the rain and fog. Everyone was sporting sunglasses. Ray stared in the window at some T-shirts his girls might like, and I took advantage of a small boutique to buy a pair of ridiculously pricy sunglasses for myself and a pair for Ray. I figured we had to bring something back from Italy in addition to Mrs. Parnell. We found an inviting trattoria. The waiter was setting up patio tables for lunch, and it was warm enough to park ourselves and soak up the November sun. We snagged a table with a good view of the bustling square and ordered lunch. Ray suggested a glass of Chianti was what I needed. He decided he'd have one too. The wine arrived almost immediately. Despite the weather, the presence of Ray, and the prospect of food and drink, I was not in the mood to waste time. I hauled out the poster of Mrs. Parnell and showed them first to the waiter and then to the other diners. While the poster was making the rounds, I studied the images that Ray had printed out from Alvin's e-mail.


    I stared at a male face, late twenties perhaps, with dark thinning hair, slim build and beautiful chiselled bones. It was definitely the man with the box in the corridor near Mrs. Parnell's place. That must have been why he seemed familiar. Was there something else? A scrap of memory wiggled tantalizingly, yet refused to emerge fully. Alvin had sent three photos of him, once in the stairwell, once entering the front door and once in the elevator.


    “He's wearing different clothing in each of these,” Ray said. “Must have been there several times.”


    “Yes, Alvin said he'd been back three times. He was looking for something all right. There's something about him, I don't know what.”


    “Could he be the same man in the Mercedes? The one who was supposed to be Mrs. Parnell's son.”


    I shook my head. “I didn't see him. Anyway, this guy's in Canada, so that's not likely.”


    “Don't forget we were both in Canada a few days ago, and now, we're in Italy. It can be done. Plus the clothes that guy's wearing look kind of foreign to me. The cut of the jacket.”


    I stared at the pictures. All men's clothing looks alike to me. “Do you think they're Italian designs?”


    Ray shrugged. “I don't know what they are, but I'm betting he didn't get them back home.”


    “That's a good point. Maybe he is Italian, and when he lucked out with Mrs. P.’s place, he followed her over here. I don't think he's the guy in the Mercedes. I got the impression he was an older man. They thought he might be Mrs. Parnell's son, so my father or uncle.”


    “I suppose it was a stretch anyway,” Ray said. “How would he know she came here?”


    “It could be because she began to contact people, and maybe one of them couldn't be trusted.”


    “I'll take these with me when I go to the police station. I'll also forward them to a colleague at home to see if he can get a lead on the guy.”


    “Very efficient. I might have to keep you on staff, Sgt. Deveau,” I said. “Okay, I could take them to Dario. He could show them to the old guys in the village, and maybe Orianna, or someone else in Berli, might have seen him. That would help.”


    Ray studied his glass of Chianti. “Don't forget Guy Prendergast back at the Villa.”


    “Good point. Let me see, who else? That boy Fabrizio might be able to identify him as the person who bribed him about signor Falcone's whereabouts. If his mother would let me near him.”


    Ray leaned back as the waiter delivered two plates of tortellini with butter and sage, a dish that really should be revered the world over. He said, “But…”


    “I know, I know, these people are all in different towns, and that will mean a lot of driving. Still, it has to be done. No choice.”


    “There's an easier way. We just forward them to anyone who has e-mail. That might cut down the travel.”


    “I should have thought of that. Pays to have a cop around,” I said. “I'll call Dario and Orianna. Dario will have e-mail for sure. He's a modern guy.”


    “Great. Do me a favour. Drink your wine, finish your tortellini and then do it.” Ray raised his nearly empty glass and smiled. “Five minutes more won't make any difference. I don't get that much of your time, and you won't be getting food like this back home.”


    I hesitated. What if five minutes did make a difference? “How about I make the calls first, then we can relax?”


    “I realize there's no point in arguing.” He signalled to the waiter for a refill. I like a man who takes things in his stride.


    “Good. The phones are right over there,” I pointed. “I'll be back in a flash.”


    I never made it. We were distracted by a flurry of activity. We had a bite on the nonna poster.


    “Si. Si. Si. Si!” a girl squealed.


    No question about it, our Mrs. P. had hit town. Several people had seen her. I listened to at least four exuberant Italian conversations at once. I had trouble following and Ray sat baffled. “Restaurazione” was the key phrase. That fit well with what Guy Prendergast had told us.


    “A restaurant?” Ray said.


    “Restoration.” I asked the girl and her companions, “Is there a Sergio here? A restorer? And someone named Annalisa?”


    A couple of lively conversations followed. I caught every tenth word or so. Sergio and restauro figured prominently.


    I saw people shaking their heads when they spoke of Annalisa.


    “Aspetti, signora! Aspetti,” someone said. “Aspetti qui.”


    “They're telling us to wait here,” I explained to Ray.


    “Good. Eat your lunch while you're waiting.”


    We worked our way through the tortellini and the Chianti while someone else worked to track down Sergio, and, with luck, Mrs. P. Whatever they did would be faster than anything I could.


    Ray was getting keen on dolce when a young woman arrived, escorted by two of the people who had been sitting in the trattoria. She was barely five feet, with wild corkscrew curls and jeans that must have been spray-painted on. Her fashionable square glasses would have looked hideous on most people. She was thin as a whippet. It was hard to imagine she had ever eaten a plate of pasta.


    She held out her hand and smiled luminously. “I am Lucia Giansante. I understand you want to speak to my father.”


    “Is he Sergio the restorer?”


    “Yes. Sergio Giansante of Giansante e Figlia Restauro.”


    “Giansante and daughter, that's nice. A family business.”


    “Third generation. My grandfather started it. It was an unusual occupation then. Now as you can see, Alcielo is a centre for restoration of all kinds. It is because of the special history of this town.”


    “I take it business is good.”


    “Si, restoration is a big business all over Italy now. We are starting to realize what we have and how we must preserve and protect our heritage. We are learning to be more respectful. What we have been as a society is reflected in our buildings and our artifacts, our art. We have lost so much.”


    Interesting enough, but I didn't need another digression. I pushed the picture of Mrs. Parnell toward Lucia. “I'm told you may have seen my grandmother.”


    She hesitated.


    I nodded in Ray's direction. “Sergeant Deveau here is a police officer.”


    She paled slightly. “Earlier today, she came by.”


    I jumped to my feet, “Is she there now?”


    “She did not have an appointment, and my father has gone to Milano to meet suppliers.”


    “Where did my grandmother go?”


    She stared at me, her eyes huge behind the square glasses. “I told her he would be back tomorrow morning, and she could see him after lunch.”


    “And?”


    Lucia continued to stare. “She said she would return.”


    “We have to be there too. She needs to be seen by a doctor. She has a heart condition, very serious,” I said. “Do you know where she's staying?”


    The curls flew as she shook her head. “Alcielo is a small place. Someone will know.”


    I didn't want to let go of this fluent English speaker. “Do you know someone named Annalisa? Perhaps also in restoration?”


    Was it my imagination, or did she curl her lip slightly? “Of course. Annalisa Franchini lives in the village, in the upper part. Everyone knows her.” Lucia gestured toward the top of the hill. “She isn't a restorer, though. Far from it. I haven't seen her for quite a while. They say she has been very sick for a long time. She may be away visiting her family in the mountains. Your grandmother asked about her too. Perhaps one of her neighbours will know.”


    Ray said, “We'd like to be there when Mrs. Parnell shows up.”


    Lucia shrugged. “No problem.”


    I said, “And we'd like to talk to your father too. Before she does. If you see my grandmother, don't mention that we're coming. I wouldn't want her to think we were alarmed. She's very independent.”


    Lucia gave me strange look number two. “I must get back and unlock the shop before I lose out on any business.” With her wild curls blowing in the breeze, she hurried up the hill, made a sharp right turn and disappeared.


    Ray said, “See, everybody lies.”


    “Did she lie? How do you know?”


    “You did. Don't want your grandmother to think you're alarmed. Cute. So we've got time to kill.”


    The waistband of my jeans felt smaller than before lunch. “Not really. I need to move a bit to burn off this meal. We might as well explore the town. Maybe we'll learn where Mrs. Parnell's staying and find out about Annalisa while we're at it. First, I've got to call people about the e-mail.”


    I reached Orianna in Berli. She didn't have e-mail. She was keen to learn about what I'd found out. I took the time to fill her in. Vittorio didn't answer his phone, nor did Maria Martello. I felt a shiver when I thought today might even be signor Falcone's funeral. Signor Braccio's son, the police officer, would most likely have e-mail. I called the daughter and worked hard at the ensuing Italian conversation. Yes, she thought her brother had a computer, but she didn't know anything more than that. She suggested her father would love to hear from me, because he was very bored and unhappy. She was sending meals for him, even though her sister-in-law was going to be very offended by that. What else could she do? She gave me the telephone number. No one answered. I saved Dario for last.


    “Ah, Camilla, bella,” he said. “How are you? Are you coming back to see me? What's happening? Did you find your nonna, la poverina?”


    I told Dario what I'd been up to. “No luck so far. Do you have e-mail? I have a photo attachment for you to show the people in your village.”


    “E-mail, si, certamente. Why don't you bring the picture yourself? I'd like to see you. Everyone would like to see you again.” He dropped his voice to a husky whisper. “Or maybe I can come there.”


    Somehow I didn't think that would go down well with Ray.


    “I don't know how long we'll be in Alcielo. E-mail's best. I'll see you another time.”


    “Sure, bella. Send it, send it. I will ask zio Domenico and everyone else,” he said. He gave me the address slowly and carefully. I'd never heard anyone make an e-mail address sound sexy before. Some people just have the knack.


    Ray handled the forwarding of the photo. As soon as the e-mail was dispatched, Ray and I left the piazza and began a labyrinthine trip through the centre of Alcielo, during which I could have sworn we doubled back on ourselves three times. There was no concept of a block, no space between buildings which all seemed to be three stories high, at least. Some structures seemed to have other buildings constructed on top of them. I wasn't sure I was seeing that right.


    “Look at that,” Ray said, pointing. “That overhead passage connecting both sides of the street has windows in it. And laundry hanging out.”


    “Obviously someone's home sweet home.”


    The streets split in unexpected locations, one going down, another going up. Some had stairs built into them, others felt like long curving ramps, vanishing into blind corners. The old-fashioned lamps seemed like electrified versions of the gas lamps from a hundred years earlier. We puffed up hills and down stairs and down hills and up stairs. At one point, we arrived at a solid, wooden door that must have been there for centuries. Behind the door was a shop with two wide windows filled with furniture and beautiful objects that would have made my sisters melt. The sign said Giansante e Figlia Restauro. An alley no wider than my shoulders ran between the building and its neighbour. I peered into it, half expecting to find Mrs. Parnell, however silly that may sound. Except for the pile of boxes stacked there, the alley was empty.


    Ray and I meandered around, leaning into each other. We didn't find a single soul who spoke English, but my Italian was enough to confirm that no one had seen Mrs. Parnell, and that, certamente, Annalisa Franchini lived at the very top of the town. She was out of town. From the expressions, I gathered there was something special about signora Franchini. Whatever it was, nobody seemed to miss her.


    At the top of the hill, a pair of elderly ladies gestured toward Annalisa's house. It was a narrow three storey, with a smartly painted front door, bits of brass, newly restored stone facing and cast iron pots of bright flowers on the steps and in window boxes. No one was home. “È partita! È partita la donna!” the ladies shouted helpfully.


    Ray was still chuckling when we reached the centre of a reconstruction project on top of the hill, although work had stopped for mid-day. He said, “Enough fun for today. I'll head over to the police station, introduce myself, and see what kind of reaction I get. I realize you hate that idea and have been stalling me. Still, it's got to be done.”


    “I do hate that idea. They have a lot of different police jurisdictions over here. Do you even know whether you want to talk to the carabinieri or the state police? They're practically in competition with each other. Be careful, that's all I have to say. I've heard horror stories.” I ignored the look he gave me. He is, after all, a cop.


    Our first enquiry told us the posto di polizia was situated on the opposite side of town and up another serious hill. On the way down, Ray stopped to examine some official-looking signs, with the architect's renderings of the reconstruction work for the medieval fortifications. “There's access through the underground passages,” he said.


    “Gives me the creeps,” I said.


    He gave me a nudge. “Want to explore it?”


    “We're not on holiday,” I snapped. “Shoot, I'm being a jerk, but I can't relax. I wouldn't blame you if you had gone to Mexico with another woman.”


    “That's never going to happen. And I'm not in any kind of race, Camilla. I know Italy has a lot of memories for you, and that's on your mind too.”


    That came as a surprise, since I hadn't really talked much about being here with Paul, just mentioned we'd spent our honeymoon here.


    He glanced down at me. “We'll do what we have to. I want you to think about this: your friend has played you like a violin. Is that going to affect the way you feel about her afterwards?”


    I said, “I don't care. She'll have had her reasons. I just don't know what they are. Maybe I'll never find out. She is my friend, and she didn't ask me to chase after her. She didn't ask me to do anything. So I guess I deserve whatever I get.”


    He raised a sandy eyebrow but kept a straight face. “Even getting locked in the supply cupboard at the car rental?”


    “I was never in danger of anything greater than embarrassment. Face it, I was a legal aid lawyer for years, I eat embarrassment for breakfast.”


    Ray's grin broke through. “Yeah, you criminal lawyer types. You've all got it coming.”


    “Don't push your luck,” I said. “I'll just rub those Italian cops the wrong way if I go with you, so I'll mosey around town while you make contact.”


    “Thanks.”


    “For what?”


    “Saving me the trouble of telling you that you'd only get under their skin. You have to be careful on other people's turf.”


    “Right. Careful's not my best thing. There will be someone who speaks English there. If you're stuck, you can find me and I'll go back with you to translate. I'll try to behave.”


    “Don't go far.”


    I continued to make the rounds with my poster. A woman with two string bags full of groceries frowned at the image of Mrs. Parnell. She smiled, showing shiny new-looking dentures. She pointed across the hill to the hilly part of the old town we had just walked all over.


    Oh, just great. What was all this hobbling up and down steep roads going to do to her condition? Should I head up there again myself? Before I settled on a course of action, I spotted Ray stomping towards me. His mouth was clamped in a thin line.


    “Need an interpreter?” I said.


    “Nope. The guy I spoke to had a good handle on English. Cousins in Prince George, it turns out. They hung on to the poster. They'll keep an eye out for Mrs. Parnell. I've been firmly instructed to leave it to them.”


    “Did you tell them everything? About the hit and run and the attacks at home?”


    “Well, sure I did.”


    “The black Mercedes?”


    “Yes.”


    “Did you mention Sergio and Annalisa?”


    “I told them everything, Camilla. And I was politely reminded I'm a foreign national. I was pretty well put in my place. They said I have to be careful not to defame anyone. Defamation's a pretty serious crime over here, apparently.”


    “I can see how that could be convenient in certain lines of work.”


    “No kidding. Anyway, he gave me the name of a few good restaurants, and suggested that we find one this evening.”


    “Like we couldn't find a restaurant in this place. There's a new one every ten feet.”


    “The point was that we should cool it and let them make enquiries. And that's what we'll do.”


    Speak for yourself, I thought.


    Ray yawned. “They know the locals. Let's give them a chance. They also suggested the Hotel della Collina.”


    “That means the hotel on the hill. Hill number three actually.”


    “Figures. We'll get settled and have an early dinner. The time difference is catching up with me. Let's head for the payphone first. I'd like to touch base with my girls.”


    “I'd like to check in with Alvin once more. In case.”


    That was easier said than done. I left a message giving the name of the hotel.


    The cop at my side didn't have any better luck. His home line was busy.


    
      * * *
    


    What the Hotel della Collina lacked in red velvet and dark furniture, it made up for with a huge modern bathroom. I enjoyed a long shower without actually touching the walls. I emerged some time later, towelling my hair, to find Ray crashed on the orange-patterned bedspread, snoring. Jet lag. You gotta love it. I decided to let him sleep a bit. I didn't feel like being cooped up in the hotel room though, so I headed back to the square and the payphone to try Alvin one more time.


    People were still straggling through the streets making their way home from work and school. The lovely day had been replaced by the now familiar creeping mist. Off the square, you could see it swirl around the old fashioned lights. They shone eerily through the shadows.


    The police hadn't told me not to do anything. I figured I could continue to ask these locals if they'd seen Mrs. Parnell. I hustled across the square, which was filled with cars, and headed to the side of the hill where she had last been seen. Ray and I had been all over the area, and I didn't really expect to see her out on the street. Never mind, I had to do something. I set off up the narrow street.


    The dark doors and shuttered windows allowed no glimpse into who lived there, just the odd glimpse of warm light hinted at lives lived behind these stone walls, at people sitting down for dinner, or homework or television.


    A young couple passed me, leaning into each other, laughing, glancing back at me and shrugging in unison. I felt a pang. I wished Ray were there with me at that moment. I could have happily leaned on him in the fog and gloom. As the young couple reached the top of the hill, I heard another burst of laughter. They rounded a corner, vanishing into the light and warmth of a restaurant.


    It seemed a bit odd to be knocking at strangers’ doors and asking in my bad Italian if anyone had seen my grandmother. I considered it anyway. I was low on choices.


    
      Huxtable Hall

      1 Huxtable Crescent

      Toronto, Ontario

      September 7, 1954


      Dear Violet,


      Please accept my condolences on the death of your husband. Car accidents always seem so senseless. How terrible for you that he was travelling in England at the time. I would have written sooner, but I just learned the sad news recently. You have always been strong and brave. You will weather this too, just as you did your war service. Do not let anger at your personal tragedy prevent you from living a productive life. I have seen that happen too often.


      I know that you will be a dignified widow, unlike some. You have probably heard that Hazel, after creating the most awful scandal by marrying a man more than twice her age, has remarried again in Kingston. Someone in the military this time, a Murphy, if you can imagine. Who knows, with a name like that, he might even be RC! Tongues are wagging. Hazel wouldn't care about that, as long as she had a new hat to wear. Consider yourself lucky that you managed to move to Ottawa in time. With your education and interesting job in the government, you would find her most tiresome.


      I have continued on with my own education, which has led, in turn, to a promotion to Assistant Headmistress here at Huxtable Hall.


      Yours truly,


      Elizabeth Connaught, B.A.

    

  


  
    Sixteen


    The streets were so disorienting that I had no idea where I was or where I had been. There was nothing to do except keep walking, now through a thin drizzle. I fished out my travel umbrella and flicked it open. A gust of wind yanked it from my hand. The umbrella tumbled down the steep, winding street. I bent to grab it and noticed a slight flutter of movement not far off. Something in the entrance to one of the houses. Or someone. I straightened up and stood still.


    Was it Ray? Awake and irritated at my walkabout? Most likely just another citizen hurrying home to dinner.


    I moved along the street, keeping an ear out, just in case. There's something about a foggy medieval town on a November evening that makes the hair on your neck rise. There. I heard something. Behind me. The soft splash of feet in puddles. I stooped and pretended to adjust my shoe. I peered over my shoulder. I was just in time to see someone wearing dark clothes duck into another front entrance. Definitely a he. I watched as he fiddled with a door. The door didn't open, because I could still see his shadow in the lamplight. I hustled my buns up that hill, turned a corner and ran like hell. I reached yet another crossroads and chose the left turn.


    Two could play the same game. I hugged the wall of an entrance, thankful I was wearing basic black, always just right for hiding out in the fog. I held my breath.


    The footsteps stopped at the corner, where yet another choice had to be made about which murky twisting street to check out next. He picked the same one I had and passed by my hiding place. I was pressed so tight against the wall that I could feel the rough stone wall surface through my jacket.


    I could have reached out and touched him, but I couldn't make out his face. His body outline showed clearly, though, as he moved stealthily past the next street lamp. He seemed tall, slim, fit, maybe even athletic. Definitely male, although I wouldn't have expected anything else. From his confident stride, he appeared to know exactly what he was looking for. Was I just being stalked by a pickpocket? An opportunistic mugger or rapist who had just picked a convenient victim?


    As soon as he moved out of sight, I ducked out of my hiding spot and dashed in the opposite direction. I splashed and puffed loud enough to be heard inside the houses as I ran past. I prayed my head start would get me back to the piazza before he caught up.


    I hadn't gone far when I heard footsteps behind me. I picked up the pace. I had wild thoughts about banging on the many doors I passed. Too bad it was impossible to tell which houses had people at home. And whoever he was, he was gaining on me.


    I put on the afterburners and ran like hell. I turned a corner, expecting to see lights and people in the piazza at the bottom of the long hill. Where the hell was it? I'd been running longer than I'd been walking. Had I gone around in circles? The footsteps were closer now. I darted left and took a twisty street that I'd noticed on my earlier stroll with Ray. One house had a narrow garden court that ended with a low stone wall. I glanced over my shoulder as I approached the wall at full speed. Just at the point where the street curved behind me, I dashed across the garden and vaulted over the wall. I hoped like hell my pursuer went straight.


    I dropped onto the soft hillside below and rolled into another garden court, a half-street lower. A few stacked terra cotta pots clattered loudly around me. No lights flicked on in the windows of the house. I picked myself up, dusted my knees and kept going. This street had to lead back to the downtown area. I figured I'd shaken off my pursuer and stopped to catch my breath. My relief was short-lived. I realized that I had headed away from the downtown. I heard footfalls behind me, getting very close. Worse, the street appeared to be a dead end. I spotted a set of stairs that looked amazingly uninviting, but I was cut off from anything else. There wasn't even a door close enough to bang on. The stairs clanged a bit more than I thought they would. I wasn't expecting a metallic rattle in this world of old stone and wood.


    I felt my way into some kind of tunnel. It was too dim to read the large signs on the side. It had to be part of the reconstruction site for the fortifications.


    Aside from dripping water, the only sound was my own ragged breath as I felt my way along in the dimming light. Behind me, I heard the clang of the stairs. I was in my own personal horror movie, brought on by my own personal bad decisions.


    The floor sloped, and I bumped my head on some protrusion from the ceiling. I ducked down and lumbered forward in a fast crouch, groping my way along the damp and slippery walls. Behind me, someone grunted in pain. He must have hit that ceiling too. It didn't stop him long. I stumbled and landed on my knees. I scuttled sideways, intending to press myself against the wall, hoping to hold my breath until he passed. But there was no wall, just a gap where the wall had been. Would I fall into some ancient cistern? Tumble into a sewer? In my head I heard Mrs. Parnell's voice. Remain calm, Ms. MacPhee. Right. I used my hands to try and find the extent of the gap, feeling to the left and right and then up. I inched forward to avoid falling into some unseen void. Just as the footsteps moved closer, I felt a solid wall about knee-height. I realized I'd been feeling around an entrance of some sort. I felt forward and encountered solid ground. Sanctuary. I crawled forward into it, banging my knees on what felt like broken bricks and jagged rock. I was cold, wet, shivering in the dark, breathing musty air. My knees and shins stung from being scraped by the broken bricks. I was scared shitless. Something slithered by my foot. The sinister foggy streets seemed very Martha Stewart in retrospect.


    No one in the world knew where I was. Ray would wake up and feel annoyed, then bewildered, and eventually betrayed. He'd been counting on a holiday, and he was getting a dead girlfriend whose body would probably never be found. I hadn't said goodbye to him. I knew the hard way how not saying goodbye could haunt you years later.


    My sisters would make new careers out of besieging the Italian embassy and bedevilling the Canadian Department of Foreign Affairs. They'd find a way to pester Interpol. Of course, it would be too late.


    I sniffed a bit thinking about them. Although they drive me nuts, at that moment I longed to hear their piercing voices. I thought about my father. He'd never again say, “Oh hello, um, Camilla.”


    And maybe Mrs. Parnell was right, maybe I was too hard on Alvin. Something about him always brought it out in me. Still, I had to admit Alvin is loyal, resourceful and never boring. That's pretty good. I would have given anything to have him show up at that moment. He could be as irritating as he wanted. Of course, I wouldn't see Mrs. P. again either. I'd never learn what trouble had driven her to Italy, setting off this weird chain of events. Seeing dead men, that was weird enough for anyone. I wouldn't be able to help or protect her. And who would look after her little calico cat? What would happen to Gussie? He'd already been discarded by the Fergusons. My sisters would never let a dog inside their pale cream houses. Alvin's apartments never allowed pets. Would wonderful stinky Gussie end up at the Humane Society?


    Ray would take them. Of course, he would. If only I could leave him a message. I dug in the pocket for a pen. I only located the goddam useless cellphone. I might have used the light from the cellphone to examine my surroundings if I hadn't thought even that tiny light might be seen. That left my lipstick. What good was Graffiti Red in this situation? Hold on, red graffiti might be just the ticket. I used it to scratch out “Love you, Ray, Camilla.” He probably wouldn't be able to read it, in the unlikely event he ever saw it, but I knew it was true. That one fact surprised me as much as anything. It gave me a lift too.


    I straightened up, as much as I could. It's not like me to go down without a fight. What's more, that wasn't going to happen. I could almost imagine Mrs. Parnell shouting, “onward into the breech.” Of course, Mrs. Parnell was far too cagey to get herself get blocked in a place like this without back-up.


    What did I have going for me? Cavelike opening, dark, dank, low ceiling, floor covered in debris of some sort. Impossible to see. Difficult to move around in. Definite weaknesses.


    The cave wasn't really visible from the tunnel, so that was a strength, although it could be found by someone either crawling, such as I had been, or searching with a light. I was safe only as long as my pursuer didn't find the opening, or come back with a flashlight. I could have done with a bit more imaginary sympathy from Mrs. Parnell.


    The damp from the earth floor seeped through my jeans. My thighs felt numb, my bum itched, my teeth chattered. I could hear them. Could someone else? The broken bricks and stones dug into my legs. I'd cut myself on a very pointed one. Hey. If it could hurt me, it could damage someone else. I scooped up the brick. I moved my arms to see how I could best deliver a projectile to disable someone crawling toward me. What if he had a gun? Broken bricks aren't much good against a bullet. If he did have a gun, wouldn't he have fired it at me as I was fleeing, when there was enough light to see? No one would have heard a thing. So no gun. A knife maybe.


    Trying to be silent, I gathered brick bits and stones. My hand tightened on the brick with the sharp end as a splash sounded in the passageway.


    I listened intently.


    Something slithered past my back. I was getting used to that. This was different. Squish, squish. Footsteps, soft-soled shoes coming closer, stopping nearby. I heard a scraping, an ooof, and then the slow, measured sound of someone inching his way into the opening, moving toward me.


    Adrenaline shot through all my systems. Fight time. Never forget the element of surprise, Mrs. Parnell whispered in my head.


    His breath rasped. Or maybe that was mine. I thought my lungs might burst from trying not to gasp. Nice girls, even lapsed Catholics, are not programmed to hurl dangerous objects at others. That kind of thing is trained out of us in school, home, church. And a good thing too.


    I needed to break free from constraints of law and decency. My pursuer had. He would not be expecting an attack. I lobbed my first brick. I followed with every piece of debris I could reach. The brick bits were lighter than the stones, but sharper. My fingers were so cold and stiff, it was hard to grip them. Keep going, I told myself, or you'll be colder than this forever.


    I heard a grunt of pain.


    Within seconds, I'd hurled every projectile in reach. I heard a yelp. Then nothing. Holding a stone in my hand, I crawled the short distance toward the spot where I hoped the opening was.


    I bumped into a soft, inert form. I crawled over the warm body, trying not to vomit. Was he unconscious? Was he dead?


    I felt for the opening and crawled through. I stood up in the passageway and gulped the air.


    Who was lying there? I had no light. My desire to flee was tied with my desperate need to know. Of course, the useless cellphone! Was there enough of a charge left? I kept a rock in one hand, while I dug in my pocket and fished out the phone with the other. I flipped open the lid and fumbled to turn it on. The pale light on the small screen flicked off almost immediately. I bent forward, pressing keys to keep the light on. I gasped. I was expecting the dark-haired middle-aged man who claimed to be Mrs. Parnell's son. Or the balding, chiselled face of her burglar. Instead, I saw the dark trickle of blood that worked its way across the handsome unconscious features of Dario, my most flirtatious friend.


    My cramped muscles screamed as I raced through the tunnel, stumbling many times. I kept looking behind me, half expecting Dario. I found the stairs and clattered up them to the deserted street. The mist turned to solid rain as I limped toward my hotel and Ray.


    I lurched through the dark streets, slipping on the damp cobblestones. The piazza was dim, storefronts shuttered.


    A black Mercedes sat among the Fiats and Golfs and Opels along the edge of the square. I stopped and stared.


    Had Dario been the man in the Mercedes all along? But Dario drove an Alpha Romeo, and I could see it parked at a brazen angle on the edge of the piazza. Dario had been the one to tell me of the son. No one else had ever mentioned him. Dario had told me he was in a black Mercedes. At the time, I'd been quite appreciative.


    The vicious little bastard. There'd never been a black Mercedes following Mrs. P. And no false son, just misinformation to get me off track.


    I jerked my head at a shadow. A dark figure approached through the misty piazza. I yelped and raised my arms to strike out.


    “Camilla. Where the hell have you been?”


    I capsized into Ray's arms and burst into tears. How girly was that?


    
      March 17, 1980


      Dear Vi,


      I think you could get off your high horse one of these days and answer some of the letters I have sent over the years. I go to quite a lot of trouble to find out where you are. I have lost my third quite lovely husband, a man who was kindhearted all of his life. He had a hard couple of years. I guess he's in a better place now. I sure hope so. My point is, we're all off to that same location sooner or later, so we shouldn't waste a single day on old grievances. Let's face it, the dead don't get out much.


      I'd really love to see you and have a grand laugh about the good old days. For instance, do you remember the time that Perce managed to get that cow up on the roof of the school? Poor Harry got the blame for it, and him afraid of heights! I remember you told the principal you thought the cow on the roof must have been an act of God. I thought Betty would die on the spot when she found out her precious Perce was the culprit. She kept her mouth shut, though. Couldn't have the family lose face, I guess.


      I have met a lovely widower from South Carolina. Sam Thurlow is his name, so I am about to become Hazel Fellows Stiles Murphy Thurlow now. Practically the whole alphabet. Sam is at loose ends too and very gallant. Unlike the others, he has no youngsters. That's all right, I have plenty of step-grands to love and buy presents for. I am happy to report that the Southern girls dress up a bit more than we do.


      Don't go thinking that I keep writing to you because I have no life. I have wonderful friends, fine step-children, well the second and third batch anyway, and a lot of fun every single day, although I've given up on hats and there's nothing on at the movies. Even so, I am not about to take up golf like Betty!


      Still waiting,


      Your friend,


      Hazel

    

  


  
    Seventeen


    “You don't have to get so huffy, Ray. I'm a functioning adult. You were sound asleep. I let you rest. It wasn't even dinner time. I'm sorry I gave you a scare. It seemed safe to go out.”


    “Functioning adult, eh? Look at yourself. Where were you? You're covered with mud.”


    “Somewhere in the tunnel at the reconstruction site.”


    “Christ on a crutch.”


    “We have to send the paramedics down there. He could be dead. I might have killed him.” I felt my stomach heave.


    “Killed who?”


    “Dario.”


    “You're shaking, Camilla, and no wonder, you're like ice. And your jeans have holes in the knees. We'll get you to the hotel. Then we'll deal with Mario, whoever the hell he is.”


    “Dario. I told you about him. He gave me information back in the mountains. He's the person who chased me.”


    “Oh, right, I really want to give him a helping hand,” Ray said.


    “Yeah, well, it's okay for you to talk tough. You didn't whack anybody in the head with a rock, even if it was for a good reason. I don't want to end up killing him. I don't even know what he wanted. What if he wasn't even chasing me? What if he just wanted to tell me something?”


    “You know what? You can talk to the police when you're warm and dry.”


    “I should talk to the police now. What if…”


    “No what ifs. We're almost at the hotel. See?”


    As Ray helped me limp through the foyer, he signalled to the unfamiliar desk clerk. “Polizia.”


    “Very good,” I said through chattering teeth.


    “It's the only word I know besides vino and amore. I looked up that last one.”


    The polizia took their sweet time. At first I thought it was good, since I needed a hot shower. I was still shivering after I'd dried myself. My jeans, sweater and jean jacket were fit for the garbage. Even the scarf was slathered in mud. I put on all my remaining clothes. Ray wrapped me in the blanket. He disappeared downstairs and returned with a glass of brandy. He pressed it into my hand.


    “I'll have to go down there again and show them where he is,” I chattered.


    “Not a friggin’ chance,” Ray said.


    
      * * *
    


    I'm told I was snoring with my mouth open when the police arrived. One of them spoke English. Ray stepped out of the room and took it from there. I got the news update when I finally woke up.


    Ray said, “Good morning. You can start your day right. This Dario's unconscious, but alive.”


    “I have to talk to him.”


    “That won't be happening, Camilla. First of all, the police will not let you in to see the guy who attacked you. I wouldn't let you either. Call me crazy, I'm a cop.”


    “We need to know why he did it. What's Dario's connection to Mrs. Parnell? Or is it just me?”


    “Give it up. This is the kind of incident that can blow up in your face in a foreign country. You don't want them to interrogate you at the police station. We don't know how their system works. Anyway, you're in no shape for that.”


    “I should be talking to them directly.”


    “Bad idea. Anyway, I've told them everything you told me. And I put a call in to the Canadian consulate in case Dario wakes up and spins a credible counter story, and the locals haul you in.”


    “Dario's not from around here. They'll need to locate his family.”


    “The police know who he is.”


    “You mean he's a criminal?”


    “I mean he lives in Alcielo, Camilla. Right up the opposite hill over there.”


    “But why would he have been in the little mountain village outside Berli two days ago? It's hours from here in the middle of nowhere.”


    “I have no idea.”


    “Can't have been a coincidence meeting him. Maybe he was tracking Mrs. Parnell. I played right into his hands. I asked questions. He fed me wrong answers. He seemed to be related to people there. They all knew him. That is weird.”


    “Not really. You live in Ottawa, I'm in Sydney, a three-day drive apart. You still have relatives in Sydney. I'm hoping to have relatives in Ottawa someday.”


    “Holy crap, I sent him the e-mail with the guy's picture, and I told him I was in Alcielo. Wait, let me guess. Dario lives with his grandmother, signora Annalisa Franchini.”


    Ray nodded. “You got it. And Mrs. Parnell was going to talk to her. We didn't make that connection earlier.”


    “There was no reason to suspect it. It's starting to make sense now. Annalisa Franchini's supposed to be visiting relatives in the mountains. I bet she'll turn out to be from that same village originally. Which is the nearest place to Berli.”


    Ray said, “And that's the spot where the plane went down.”


    “On the way.”


    “That's just too much of a coincidence. It has to be connected.”


    “Okay, so, Dario must have been watching for Mrs. Parnell and anyone else with her. In those villages, everyone knows when a stranger hits town. He missed her when she went through. Then I played right into his hands. He might have even paid a few people to keep their eyes open. I told him lots of stuff, where I was going, and the names of the towns. Everything. What a jerk I am. No wonder he was on to us.”


    Ray scratched his five o'clock shadow. “That means he already knew she was on the way. How could that be? He couldn't have been working alone. He must have had a source in Canada.”


    “Oh boy, and we e-mailed a photo of the source right to him.”


    Ray leaned forward. “You are not leaving my sight until we get a handle on this.”


    “Sure, sure. Can you go back to the cops and find out if this Annalisa Franchini was a partisan during the war? She might have been one of the people who found the airman who survived. That makes sense.”


    “They don't want me meddling. You know that. And they're tied up with some crime that happened outside of town. I'll have to wait.”


    It's not like Ray to look shifty-eyed.


    “What is it?”


    “Nothing to worry about.”


    “Then why won't you look at me when you're talking?” I said.


    He sighed. “Okay, I guess you can take it.”


    “Take what? Oh, God, Mrs. Parnell. She's dead, isn't she? What happened?”


    Ray put his hands on my shoulders. “Not Mrs. Parnell. Relax. Breathe deeply.”


    “Don't treat me like a helpless idiot,” I said, helplessly and idiotically.


    “I'm not. Sorry. It's just that you don't know what you've been like. You had nightmares, you tossed, you screamed a few times. I just thought you didn't need this right now.”


    “I don't need you to beat around the bush. What the hell happened?”


    “When I was explaining what happened to my English-speaking contact at the station, I asked if they knew anything about Guy Prendergast. He's a decent guy. He made a call to Pieve San Simone. It turns out that Villa Rosa burned down last night. They were fighting the fire until morning. There's already a rumour that the State Police think it was arson.”


    I gripped his hand. “What about Guy Prendergast?”


    He wrapped his arms around me. “They haven't found his body, the site is too hot.”


    It's not like me to blubber, especially twice in twenty-four hours, and I hate it when it happens. Ray's used to that kind of thing. He's had practice with the teenage daughters.


    
      * * *
    


    Eventually Ray agreed to go back to talk to his contact at the cop shop and find out more about Guy Prendergast. He said he'd nose around about Dario and his grandmother too. There were strings attached.


    “I'm happy to grovel in front of them if you promise me that you won't go break into Annalisa Franchini's house, or interrogate the neighbours, or try to get into the hospital to grill Dario.”


    “Please,” I protested, “give me some credit.”


    “Yeah, right.”


    “You have nothing to worry about. I'm going to spend a bit of time making calls. I've got to get in touch with Alvin as soon as it's late enough, and I'd like to give my family a buzz. How harmless is that?”


    
      * * *
    


    A stranger answered my phone. My heart thumped.


    “Alvin, please,” I said. Had something happened to him too?


    A scuffling noise ensued, and a slightly breathless Alvin finally said hello. It was a bit hard to hear because of the background noise.


    “What is going on there? Is that a drill I hear? Why is Gussie howling?”


    “Don't know what you're talking about, Camilla.”


    “Grant me strength. What's the word on Hazel?”


    “Good news. Hazel regained consciousness.”


    “That's a relief. Is she going to be all right?”


    “She's not out of the woods yet. But she was very worried about her hair. I think that's a good sign.”


    “And was she able to identify the man in the photo as the person who attacked her?”


    “Not really. She's confused.”


    “What do you mean?”


    “She thought it was the guy in the other picture, the one of Mrs. Parnell's group of friends.”


    “You mean Harrison Jones? There's some kind of connection with him for sure. You know what? I think it could be one of his sons.”


    “No. Not him.”


    I felt a shiver. Had we been led astray? Sent to Alcielo on a fool's errand? “Was it Guy Prendergast?”


    “Will you let me finish?”


    “Fine, finish.”


    “She said it was Perce Connaught.”


    “Perce is dead.”


    “I know. He died in the war. That's what I mean. She's still confused. Head injuries, right?”


    “Holy crap,” I said. I could almost hear the pieces clinking into place.


    “What?”


    “I think I'm starting to understand. We've been on the wrong path. Call Conn and tell him Hazel's in danger. She shouldn't be alone there, even in the hospital. Conn should light a fire under the cops in Kingston.”


    “I can go myself. I can stay with her.”


    “I need you to do some other things.”


    “Like what?”


    “Like confirm how Harry Jones was wounded, and in what part of Italy. Guy Prendergast mentioned that Harry Jones’ regiment was moving north through Eastern Tuscany in 1944. I didn't think much about it at the time; I don't think the RCAF would have regiments.”


    A long, loud whine echoed in the background, and Alvin raised his voice. “Squadrons, I think. Not regiments. I'll see what I can dig up online. Then I could pay a visit to the war museum. Don't hold your breath. I still haven't heard back about the other women that Violet served with.”


    I don't know if he heard my goodbye with all the racket in the background. Whatever was going on, I was better off not knowing.


    
      * * *
    


    If you have promised to be good, you might as well be in Tuscany on a day that has turned out to be dry and sunny. I put on my wool pants and blazer, slipped into my loafers and picked up my sunglasses. I told our worried desk clerk that I'd be in the piazza buying a new lipstick.


    The locals criss-crossed the square, bustling in and out of shops, collecting groceries bottega by bottega, and stopping to talk with everyone they met. The air was full of happy chatter. I made my way to the small patio of the trattoria where we'd had lunch the day before. I kept an eye out in case I saw anyone suspicious. The cheerful server remembered me and was glad to practice his English. With a flourish, he sat me in the corner with the best view, or so he claimed, and I ordered an espresso. As I took the first sip, Lucia came striding down the hill from her shop with her wild curls flying in the light breeze. She joined a friend a few tables over. They ordered brioche, which everyone in Italy seemed to eat for breakfast. I waved, and she smiled and nodded. I hadn't forgotten we would be seeing her father after lunch and that was our chance to nab Mrs. P.


    My waiter approved. “Ah, Lucia,” he said, smiling fondly, “very nice girl.”


    “Good to her father, I suppose,” I said, making vacuous conversation.


    “And to her nonno. She takes very good care of him.”


    “Her grandfather?” First I'd heard of him. “Is he still alive?”


    “Si, he must be ninety. He is very fine old man, and Lucia sometimes brings him in here for a glass of wine. He is in a wheelchair now. She is very strong for such a skinny girl.”


    “I bet she is,” I smiled.


    Several cars eased into the square as I killed time making the espresso last. The small clusters of tourists made good watching. A half-dozen tall Germans were unsmilingly consulting maps. A pair of middle-aged couples in matching jogging suits, sneakers and American accents spilled out of their rental Opels and stretched. The women headed to the gelateria, and the men hit the internet café. Two tall, elderly ladies in flowered dresses and cardigans, and a tweedy old gentleman emerged from an ancient Morris Minor and began an animated discussion about the problems of getting a decent cup of tea on the Continent. They wandered off up the hill, the man arguing for a trip to the top of the hill, one woman insisting on the antique stores as the other had a fear of heights, and how could he have forgotten that? I chuckled at that and at a thin and stylish man and woman, standing by a Renault, shooting contemptuous glances at the jogging suits and the retreating flowered dresses. An Italian teenager made laughing faces behind everyone's backs.


    Back in Ottawa, I'd have been indoors to avoid the wind and cold, and worse, would have been bombarded with relentless Christmas music and advertising. Italy in November would have been wonderful if things had only been normal, if I'd only been able to relax. I figured Ray would be back in a short time with some useful information, and we'd snag Mrs. P. at Sergio's. It was such a pleasant morning, and I was glad to be alive after the previous evening. I had plenty to think about. One phrase kept echoing in my mind. Fear of heights. Something about that, but what?


    
      Villa Rosa

      Pieve San Simone, Italy

      November 1, 2004


      Dear Vi,


      I hope perhaps you will remember me from our youth. I have tried to follow your life. I have only recently found your newest address. It wasn't easy!


      If you're wondering where I've been in the last sixty years, after the war, I went home and started a plumbing supply business outside Toronto, just in time for the post-war housing boom. Left me with a pretty good retirement income after I sold out to the competition. Let them tear their hair out dealing with the big box stores. I did okay out of the tech boom too and got out early and intact. I've always had good timing in my life, except when it came to a special girl from Chesterton. I'd like you to know, after things went haywire with you and Harry Jones, I tried to “run into you” quite a few times. By the time I found out where you were stationed in England, you'd already hitched up with Major Parnell. At least that's what he told me. In hindsight, I think I should have tried harder.


      Never mind, I found myself a nice Italian gal in Toronto, and I've had a damned good life and better food than I had any right to for nearly fifty years. Evelina and I retired back here to her home town of San Simone. Can't say I miss the Canadian winters. Last few years, I've been picking up abandoned farm houses and getting them renovated. Keeps me out of trouble. Except for the lousy TV, Tuscany's the best place in the world to live. Up until Evelina died, I guess things really turned out well for me. Right now, the local widows are elbowing each other out of the way to fatten me up. You're probably asking yourself why this old fart is rambling on. Well, I'm just about to get to the good part.


      The point of my letter is that a few months back, I decided to buy myself a small piece of art for the Villa Rosa. I've nothing to do in the evenings, except read and stare at the wall and I like to have good stuff and I can afford it. You can't take it with you, and after eighty, we're all on borrowed time. Bought myself a little beauty of an oil from a local dealer who was associated with Brockbank & Brickle, that's Harry Jones’ firm. Bit later I had an art expert tell me my painting might have been stolen, maybe from a church, and the provenance faked. I'd heard some rumours about Harry dealing in smuggled stuff, some of it looted in the war. Harry's not long for this world. His two boys keep the cash rolling in. In fact, they even shipped his grandson, William, over to get the business going in Canada. I had the unexpected surprise of meeting another grandson while I was collecting my painting in Alcielo. A handsome lad he is too. There was a daughter born on the wrong side of the blanket. I guess Harry stuck by mother and child, although the daughter died a few years ago. He had a fondness for the Italian gals.


      I'll be in Ottawa for a week in early November, looking up old friends and in your case, someone I wish had been more than a friend. It will probably be my last trip. Hope you will see me. I have some photos you'll find really interesting.


      Yours fondly,


      Guy Prendergast?

    

  


  
    Eighteen


    As I sat there pondering fear of heights, a bus disgorged a load of tourists at the edge of the square. Within minutes, everyone had slapped on their sunglasses and launched themselves towards the shops and boutiques. Lucia Giansante glanced up, then checked her watch. She finished her coffee, put down the rest of her brioche, tossed some money on the bill, and hurried off. I had a couple of questions for Lucia before we met with her father in the afternoon, and there is only so much espresso you can drink. Ray wasn't back, but what the hell. It was morning, Alcielo was crawling with locals and tourists, Lucia's shop was not far from the square, and somewhere nearby was a grandfather we hadn't been told about. Sergio. I wouldn't really be breaking any promises. The server agreed that if Ray showed up, he'd tell him I had gone to Lucia's. I was still pretty achy, so I meandered slowly up the hill, stopping regularly to wince. On one of the stops, I remembered who had been afraid of heights. I stood still when I realized what that meant. I could almost hear the other pieces dropping into place.


    There were already customers gabbing in English, French and German when I hurried into Giansante e Figlia. The scent was a wonderful blend of beeswax, solvent, old wood and something else. Lucia was showing an American couple a beautifully restored table. Apparently the showing wasn't going well, because there were signs of stress on her fine features. The flowered ladies had joined a group clucking enthusiastically over some antique porcelain lamps in the corner. The Germans had donned reading glasses and were turning small objects upside down. Serious hunters and gatherers. I moved out of the way of the door, as yet another old lady in a floppy hat and a flowered dress entered, swinging a large bag with a loud chrysanthemum design. The bag barely missed knocking over a lamp before the woman joined the clucking crowd. I felt grateful for my black wool pants and dark jacket and promised myself I'd die before I ever wore clothing with chrysanthemums. How different these ladies were from Mrs. Parnell, always cool and collected in taupe or khaki. No flowers and floppy hats for her. I ambled around the shop, stroking the lovely woods, squinting at the fine china, fingering the silver candelabra, waiting for my chance to speak to Lucia. I stopped and sniffed the air. There was a large VIETATO FUMARE sign. Even so, above the hint of wax and solvent and the relentless lavender of the ladies, I caught the distinct scent of Benson & Hedges cigarette smoke. I kept calm and jockeyed for a chance to speak. Apparently the price of the table was so outrageous that, after a round of dickering, the disappointed purchasers left. The bell jingled as they slammed the door behind them. That cleared a few extra customers, frightened off by the minor conflict. Lucia ran her hand through her hair and said a rude word in Italian. The Germans seemed to take offence, and the door slammed again. Lucia raised an eyebrow when she saw me leaning against a huge carved sideboard.


    “Tell me, Lucia,” I said in a low voice, “is your grandfather around?”


    Her bright lipstick stood out as she paled. She folded her arms over her thin chest. “No.”


    Direct hit. “Where would I find him?”


    “He is sleeping. He is not well.”


    “No problem,” I said, pulling out my non-functioning cellphone. “My friend is at the police station now. I'll ask him to have the carabinieri drop in.”


    She bit her lip. “I will see if he is awake. Wait here.”


    “I'll come with you.”


    “That is not possible. He is in the workshop. It is not open to the public.”


    “I'm not the public, Lucia. I'm the person looking for my grandmother, and we both know she's here.”


    The British tourists had begun to look alarmed and whisper among themselves.


    “You are lying,” she blustered. “She is not your grandmother.”


    “Close enough.” I pushed past her and opened the door marked officina.


    An elderly man with skimpy wisps of white hair framing his shiny pink scalp looked up in surprise. He'd been parked in a wheelchair next to the long work table. The work surface was covered with paint and solvent cans, jars filled with brushes and tools. Some cans were opened, rags, paper and mats for painting lay around. He might have been in his nineties and confined to a wheelchair, but it appeared that he still had his skills.


    Mrs. Parnell was seated in a half-restored ornate wooden chair, facing him. They had been deep in conversation. She turned and raised an eyebrow. She doesn't startle easily. Lucia turned back to me and shrugged.


    “I almost got killed last light, Mrs. P.,” I said, keeping my tone conversational. “By a beautiful boy named Dario who is almost certainly the grandson of Annalisa Franchini.”


    “I am most sorry to hear it, Ms. MacPhee. This is a dangerous situation. I did advise you to mind your own business.”


    “This is my business. I know what happened during the war. I believe everyone should be told about it.”


    “Cos'è, Violetta?” The old man quavered.


    “Niente, Sergio,” Mrs. Parnell said.


    “Nonno,” Lucia said, “sta’ tranquillo.”


    “You can't do this on your own, Mrs. Parnell. Leave it to the police.”


    “The police have been less than efficacious over the years, Ms. MacPhee.”


    “I know about Harry. The police know all about him too. And I think I know something you don't.”


    “You're a very ineffective fibber, Ms. MacPhee. Now for the last time, this does not concern you. The next time you might be more than almost killed. I would not be pleased about that.”


    “Glad to hear it, Mrs. P. This does concern me, not only because I would like you to get proper medical care, not only because I was attacked, but also because signor Falcone, a nice old man I was planning to see, was run down near his home in Florence. You knew him too.”


    She kept the emotion off her face. Her hands were clenched, knuckles white. “Yes, poor signor Falcone.”


    “Now another nice old man, signor Braccia, has to hide out with his son.” I held up my hand. “Don't interrupt me, Mrs. P. Your old friend, Hazel, was struck on the head and left for dead, and that really concerns me. I like Hazel a lot. Plus, the Villa Rosa in Pieve San Simone burned down last night.”


    She slumped in her chair. “I am distressed to hear it.”


    “As I was saying, it's my business, because I am your friend. No matter what. And so is Alvin. You're just plain stuck with that fact.”


    She recoiled. “Dear God, is young Ferguson here too?”


    “He's at home. It's no safer over there, until we get this settled.”


    “I capitulate. Of course. We can meet and discuss this later, Ms. MacPhee. Will that satisfy you? I'll give you my coordinates.”


    I cut in, “Here's what I think happened…”


    She slammed her hand on the work table. Jars and cans jangled. “I do not wish to hear.”


    I kept talking. “In 1944, a Canadian bomber crashed in Berli. On it was Perce Connaught. The rest of the crew perished. Somehow Perce escaped. Perhaps by luck, perhaps by engineering. Who knows. We do know that Perce was already in hot water because of his shady black market dealings. The rumour was out that he may even have been about to face a court martial. Then along comes this convenient crash. Perce parachutes out and tosses his dog tags into the smouldering wreckage with the bodies of his colleagues.”


    I glanced at her face and got no reaction. Of course, she already knew this. I kept talking. “You see, I thought it was Harry Jones in that plane. But Harry would never have joined the RCAF. He was afraid of heights. Harry joined the army.”


    Mrs. Parnell said, “Poor Harry wouldn't even stand on a chair.”


    I continued. “Perce, of course, was a lucky devil, everyone said that, always landing on his feet. This time especially. Nothing escapes the notice of the partisans hiding in the hills. They are more than willing to hide a Canadian airman. The women like him, even with the burns on his face and his broken arm, I guess. A girl named Annalisa from a nearby village takes a particular shine to him. Over a few months, she spirits him from the mountains near Berli to her home town of Alcielo, or nearby anyway. Annalisa is plugged in. She has connections through the partisan network. Perce will be able to get back to one of the Canadian contingents pushing the Germans up through Italy. I suppose we'll never know how he managed to meet up with Harry Jones. I suppose Perce would have been well aware of what regiment Harry was with, and the partisans would have been able to find out where that regiment was. Any arguments so far, Mrs. P.?”


    “This is not the right time, Ms. MacPhee. I urge you to leave this alone.”


    Fat chance. “Then all of a sudden Harry is caught in a surprise ambush by a small group of Germans, or so we're told. Harry Jones barely escapes. His face is burned, and he's left with a broken arm. He is hidden by a local family, until he is finally able to get word to the Canadians using the Palazzo Degli Angeli as a temporary HQ. He never gets back to his original company. No one questions his story. Why would they? Harry Jones is a fine fellow, a good fighter, a good friend. It's obvious now what really happened. Harry Jones was lured out to meet Perce. Perhaps Perce used his girlfriend's connections to get a message to Harry. Perce is able to dispatch Harry and his colleague and to take Harry's dog tags. Harry and Perce were the same physical type, tall, fair, well-built.”


    “The golden boys,” Mrs. Parnell said, a faraway look in her eyes.


    “One more unknown soldier dumped in the Italian mud. Without tags, Harry's body will never be identified, and Perce has solved his problem. Meanwhile, things are going well for Perce. He's now installed as Harry in or near the Palazzo Degli Angeli. Must have felt like a candy store. Even better, because he's been injured, he'll be sent to England to recover and wait out the war, as Harry Jones, with whatever loot he can smuggle. Most likely, he stashed some of it here with Annalisa, who was certainly in on everything. We'll never know all the details.”


    “I will. Even if it is the last thing I ever do,” Mrs. Parnell said.


    “You should know that Perce started using Harry's name while he was still in the mountains near Berli. A partisan who helped him get back closer to his regiment remembers that name.”


    She was quiet, stunned perhaps at the possibility that Perce could have caused the crash, in order to launch his plan to become Harry Jones, rather than merely taking advantage of a situation.


    I said, “You'll probably never know for sure whether Perce had his eye on Dorothea Brockbank before he faked his death or not. Or was he just fortunate enough to come back and have a plain, sad, girl, mourning her dead brothers and her fiancé end up as his hospital visitor? Luck or cunning? Never mind, it's not a crime to marry a girl for her money or her family's art and antique business. Reprehensible yes, criminal no.”


    “I have my theories.”


    I said, “No question that it was a lucky break for a man who'd dabbled in the black market and who'd developed a knack for unloading paintings and objets d'art. Perhaps that's how they connected. Whatever. One thing leads to another and presto, they're engaged, and he's in her family business. I'm assuming some of the detail, but you can see how it would have been.”


    Mrs. P. stared back at me. I was close enough to see how haggard she was. She might keep her stiff upper lip, but I knew she was deeply affected by what I was saying, even though it was obvious she'd already worked it out for herself.


    I said, “Of course, after the amount of cunning it would take to fake his own death and Harry's murder, and assuming Harry's identity, hooking up with a lonely heiress would be a piece of cake.”


    Lucia stood staring at us, holding her cardigan tightly closed despite the oppressive warmth of the room. Her grandfather sat silent, hunched in his wheelchair, listening openmouthed.


    “There's more, isn't there?” I said. “It gets worse.”


    Mrs. P. met my eyes. “Yes.”


    “There are two serious impediments to Perce getting away with being Harry.”


    She nodded.


    “His fiancée, Violet Wilkinson, is dealt with firmly. She is the one person who will know instantly that he is not Harry Jones. And most inconveniently, she's stationed in England with CWAC. She's also enterprising, loyal and a whiz with a truck. Exactly the type to drop in for an unexpected visit. Violet would have no trouble getting past the fiercest of nurses. Harry has to drop Violet and make sure she stays dropped. Violet gets a crisp letter telling her she's no longer needed.”


    Mrs. Parnell absently picked up her package of cigarettes. The workshop with its open cans of solvent wasn't the right place to be smoking, but this wasn't the time to give a safety lecture. Anyway, I wasn't finished.


    “Let's assume Dorothea never knew what she was getting in to. I understand she died in a car accident along with her parents, foggy night, winding road, that kind of thing. Perce, of course, was on full public view in London at the time, as Harry Jones. Did he tire of Dorothea? Did she come to realize the kind of person she'd married? There are plenty of car accidents and falls in this saga. Fires too. By then he had people to do his work, guaranteeing he'd always have an alibi. The man calling himself Harry Jones now becomes the head of Brockbank & Brickle, respectable family firm, with international connections and impeccable credentials, doing a lot of business here in Italy, where his lover is, and I imagine by this time, her child. I would assume that that child became the father or mother of Dario. Something to be confirmed. All in all, Brockbank & Brickle is still going strong, despite the odd whiff of scandal. Of course, these days it's hard to get people worked up about scandal. But the law still takes a dim view of murder. He may be dying, but his sons would need to bury this story.”


    Mrs. Parnell nodded slowly.


    “I suppose I'm missing some details. But you figured it all out after Guy Prendergast contacted you. Guy thought he was doing the dirty on his old rival when he showed you the picture of Harry and his boys meeting with someone he considered to be disreputable.”


    “You're right, Ms. MacPhee. He had no idea.”


    “But you worked it out as soon as you saw the photo. The grandson, William, was the spitting image of Perce Connaught, except for the thinning hair. Must have got that from poor Dorothea. That's the face that Hazel recognized too. I can see what you meant by being ‘troubled by a dead man’.”


    “Full marks, Ms. MacPhee.”


    “It made you sick. You weren't faking that faint. Now I can understand why.”


    She opened her mouth to speak.


    “Let me finish,” I said. “You decided to do something about it. You thought that Alvin and I would try to stop you. Why was that? What were you planning?”


    “Sergio is a man of honour and integrity, but he has some information that will help. He knows everything there is to know about trade in antiques and art in this area. He has been troubled by aspects of this business.”


    I said, “Ah, Annalisa Franchini's activities, perhaps, and those of her grandson, Dario. A very handy connection to funnel art and artifacts, with iffy histories, out of Italy.”


    She said, “He will help me wrap things up. Then we can approach the authorities. I don't believe he will give me that information when you are here, so I must ask you to leave.”


    “Sergio's not going anywhere. You can come back later. We have plenty to go on. I think enough people have been hurt. My friend Ray Deveau is in Alcielo too. He knows most of the story. He's talking to the local police right now.”


    “Do what you must, Ms. MacPhee. Regrettably, you will find the police think you're a crank. So long ago, so little evidence. Such important people, those wealthy Joneses of Brockbank & Brickle. Some minor functionary may possibly give you the time of day, may even be intrigued, but they will not put any amount of effort into it.”


    Maybe she was right. So far the locals had been useless, if not worse.


    Mrs. Parnell said, “I must insist that you leave, or Lucia will make a complaint. She may even hint you have been light-fingered. That will be very inconvenient for you, spending hours at the posto di polizia before that silly misunderstanding has been cleared up.”


    Lucia was leaning on the door back to the shop, scowling at me. I think she liked the idea of shopping me to the police. She hadn't liked the lie about my grandmother. Perhaps it was time for a strategic withdrawal. I planned to be back with Ray, and some local police presence, before Mrs. P. could finish up. I worked hard at looking defeated.


    “Fine. There's nothing more I can do.”


    I took the back exit into a dark, narrow alley, barely wider than I was. The key scraped in the door behind me. I navigated around boards and boxes and debris and found my way back to the street. It would take me a couple of minutes to find Ray and the police. I admit I was angry and puzzled. What was I missing? How many car accidents and accidental falls and fires would there be before it was all right to pounce on the Jones boys? I stopped just as I emerged from the alley into the cobbled street. A small workman's van whizzed by on the narrow cobblestones, and I pressed myself against the wall to avoid being squashed.


    Too many car accidents. Way too many. Another puzzle piece clinked into place. Walter Parnell had died in a car accident in England in 1954. Both Betty and Hazel had sent condolences.


    I stopped, my head spinning. Walter Parnell had known Harry Jones, it said so in his letter. Had he also known Perce Connaught? I tried to remember from the letters. Was this the thing that I didn't understand? Was Mrs. Parnell seeking revenge for her husband's murder?


    I had to know.


    I turned back into the dank alley, but, of course, Lucia had locked the door when I left. That left the shop entrance.


    The sign on the door said CHIUSO. The shop was empty. Why would Lucia close it? I peered through the glass into the shop. No customers, but a large chrysanthemum tote bag leaned against the side of the desk, almost out of sight, telling me just how stupid I'd been. How much time did I have? Not much if history was anything to go by. Not enough to run for Ray. I twisted the door handle, holding my breath. Yes, closed but not locked. Lucia would have that key, but she would never leave the shop unattended. I slipped inside. The door to the workshop was open a few inches.


    I reached for the phone on the desk and dialled the number for EMERGENZA 113. Luckily for me, Lucia had it pasted on the phone. Would it do any good? How could I get the attention of the police quickly in this part of the world?


    “Aiuto,” I whispered. Help. “Fuoco! Fuoco! Restauro Giansante e Figlia.” I figured a fire call would bring everyone. In this dense part of town, a fire could be a true disaster, despite all the stone. There was plenty of old wood and other flammables in these buildings. I left the phone off the hook and padded toward the workshop door. I grabbed a heavy silver candlestick and crept closer. I knew who I'd find. My stomach was knotted. I'd led the trail right to Mrs. Parnell. I crept up to the door, froze and listened to the voices.


    “You've been most clever, Betty,” Mrs. Parnell was saying, cool amusement in her voice. No more of the quiet, heartbroken old woman. Had she been planning this encounter all along? Had she known Betty would show up? My head swam with the possibility. My old friend had done everything to keep me out of it, to keep Alvin out of it and to keep me from leading Betty or Dario or the Jones sons or grandson to anyone she knew or cared about. But I am not one to listen.


    I leaned forward to hear better. I was rewarded by hearing Mrs. Parnell, sounding like her old self. “Allow me to congratulate you.”


    “Ah, I remember that sarcastic tongue of yours, Violet. I regret to tell you it won't be enough to get you out of this.”


    “You have so much to regret, Betty. Surely, you don't think you'll get away with this. Three people in the middle of town. What if one of us gets out alive?”


    “That won't happen.”


    Lucia's voice rose with a note of hysteria. “What will not happen? Who is this woman? Why does she have a gun?”


    “I have a gun so that you will be quiet. Which you will be, dear,” Betty said in her best headmistress voice.


    Mrs. P. said, “Come now, Betty. Answer a few questions. Where's your sense of sportsmanship? And that weapon is so gauche after those elegant falls and car accidents. And let's not forget the fires.”


    “Please, let my nonno go,” Lucia sobbed. “He is old.”


    “See what you've done, Violet?”


    “What I've done? What you've done defies belief. Poor old Mr. Jones. He was always so kind to us children. He always liked you especially, Betty. Was it hard to set fire to his house? Did it cause you to lie awake nights? I am curious.”


    “Fire is an excellent tool. And no, I did not lie awake nights.”


    “You always had a tendency to gloat, Betty. Tell me about Dorothea and her parents and their tragic accident at the very moment when Harry, or should I say Perce, was in full public view in London.”


    “It's a shame you didn't just stay away. You would have lived longer.”


    “Had Dorothea become suspicious? Had she found out about Annalisa Franchini and her child over here in Italy? A divorce would have had your poor Perce out on his lazy manipulative rump.”


    “I will not tolerate that kind of talk. Perce had the courage to do whatever he had to. He's a wonderful man who deserves his success.”


    “You love your brother. As I loved Harry and later my husband, Walter. I've lost a lot because of you and Perce. Walter was on his way home from visiting Brockbank Manor, wasn't he?”


    Betty said, “He wasn't as smart as you thought he was, your precious Walter. But even so, he took us by surprise coming by the house. Very bad manners that, showing up at the Manor without an invitation. Perce worried that Walter had recognized him, since his face had healed a bit. Walter asked sly questions, but he gave himself away. Never mind, he'd had quite a bit of Perce's fine port by the time he left. Perce was so generous with the drinks. An unfortunate accident for an inebriated tourist. I didn't think it was worth taking a chance with him, and I don't think it's worth taking a chance with you.”


    “All those letters you sent letting me think Hazel was responsible for Harry breaking off the engagement. You didn't want us to get together and talk.”


    “It couldn't have been much of a friendship, if you gave up on it so easily,” Betty sneered.


    “There are three against one here, Betty. And you're no spring chicken, in case you don't know it.”


    “Nor are you and Sergio. That snivelling girl isn't likely to take a chance at getting shot.”


    “You can't just shoot us. Bullets show up easily.”


    “A tragedy of course. Elderly man, early stages of dementia, naturally depressed, uses the pistol he'd had as a partisan to finish himself off and take his granddaughter with him. You, Violet, were simply in the wrong place at the wrong time.”


    Mrs. Parnell said, “A pistol belonging to a partisan? You don't think the police will be able to trace that to Annalisa?”


    “That damned tramp,” Betty spat out. “She's at the root of our problems.”


    I recoiled, almost as shocked by the venom in her voice as I was by her cold-blooded discussion of wiping out the trio in the room.


    Mrs. Parnell gave a throaty little chuckle. “Perhaps Annalisa had better start looking over her shoulder too.”


    Betty managed to regain her cool. “Make noise if it suits you. No one will hear through foot-thick walls.”


    I edged closer to the door. This was my chance. I had to act. Nothing in life really prepares you to sneak up behind an elderly woman who you'd have tea with and clout her with a candlestick. Even hitting Dario with the bricks seemed easy in comparison. I knew I had to act, but my body seemed frozen. My mouth still worked, though. “You were too affluent for a retired headmistress of a girls’ school, the condo worth close to a million dollars, the paintings on your walls would have been beyond your reach. I wasn't the only one who noticed.”


    Betty whirled. “Well, look who's here. Very good. That saves me going looking for you afterwards.”


    “It's over.” I gripped the candlestick tightly behind my back.


    “For you it is,” she said, gesturing with the gun. “In you come. Don't believe for a moment that I won't shoot you. The police in Alcielo are thicker than these walls. And no one knows I'm here.”


    “On the contrary,” I said. “I have told several people.”


    “Nice try,” she smirked. “I wasn't a headmistress for years without spotting a brazen lie. I don't think anyone would piece together what's happened. It's been too well organized. I know what I'm doing, and I have the right kind of help.”


    “The so-called Jones sons? They stand to lose everything.”


    “They are respectable middle-aged businessmen who can account for their presence at any time it might matter.”


    “I think they might have to account for their involvement selling stolen art and artifacts,” I said. “Then there's the nephew you mentioned when I called you.”


    “William has nothing to do with any of this.”


    “William? Is that his name? William Jones, I imagine. He must be Perce's grandson, since you had only one brother, and you never married. He's been caught on camera in Mrs. P.'s building and identified as Hazel's attacker. Hazel's under police protection now, so no point in thinking you can send in reinforcements.”


    “Bravo, Ms. MacPhee,” Mrs. Parnell said.


    “You will not live to harm Perce or his boys, or William for that matter. And don't try to distract me with your cheerleading, Violet. I've had plenty of practice hunting at Huxtable Manor. I'm a crack shot. I'll get your little friend here. Then I'll get you and the other two.” Betty stared me down.


    She meant business. I knew it, and I believed Mrs. Parnell did too.


    Betty gestured to me. “I said, get in here.”


    Damn. Betty was enjoying this. She'd kept the secrets of the very clever Connaughts for sixty years. She was obviously exhilarated at finally being able to brag to her doomed listeners.


    Mrs. Parnell looked away from her. “Of course, you can't continue to get away with it.”


    “I can and will.”


    “Killing a fellow soldier and assuming his identity will get your precious Perce arrested, no matter how old and frail he is.”


    Betty laughed. “It could never be proven.”


    “A scrap of DNA is all it takes,” Mrs. Parnell said.


    “Unfortunately for you, Harry's relatives are dead.”


    Mrs. Parnell said, “But Perce's relatives are not. You are not, Betty. There is easily enough evidence to prove that Perce has misrepresented himself as Harry Jones all these years. There's plenty to link his sons. And his Italian grandson, who I believe gave Ms. MacPhee a spot of trouble.”


    Betty said, “Dario is like his wretched grandmother, a lower life form, but useful in doing business in Italy. But it doesn't matter if you link Dario to Harry Jones. Harry could easily have had a bastard son by an Italian woman. There's no crime in that. Even in polite English society, that wouldn't dent Brockbank & Brickle.”


    “There's still your DNA, Betty, which will be enough to link Perce and his sons and Dario and to prove that Perce faked his own death, murdered Harry Jones, and took on his identity. Brockbank & Brickle is a business built on murder and fraud.”


    “You're not in a position to obtain my DNA, are you? And do you not think I realize you are all stalling? You seem to have forgotten that I'm the one with the pistol.”


    Mrs. Parnell said, “I am well aware, and as a condemned woman, I feel entitled to one last cigarette, since I don't see any blindfold.” She extracted a cigarette from her package and flicked her lighter. I wished I felt as calm as she looked.


    Betty said, “Filthy habit.” She turned back to me. “I will count to three. Either you're in here by then, or you're dead.”


    “Fine. But you must let Lucia go.” I moved forward awkwardly, holding the candlestick behind my back with one hand, hoping she wouldn't see it.


    “You're hardly in a position to bargain,” Betty said. “Let me make that clear.” She twisted around and fired off a shot toward Lucia. Lucia reeled as a red stain spread on the arm of her green cardigan. She uttered a high, piercing wail.


    Betty said, pointing the pistol toward me. “And now watch this.” Another deafening shot rang out. I felt something whiz by my ear. The smell of cordite filled the air.


    Sergio roared, “Dio mio, no. Lucia, Lucia.”


    We had nothing to lose at this point. I swung the candlestick, narrowly missing Betty's arm, as she glanced at Sergio. Betty whirled and took aim at me.


    With remarkable speed, Mrs. Parnell reached out with her cane, using the curved handle to hook Betty's ankle, throwing her off balance. As she moved forward, her cigarette fell from her cigarette holder to the floor. I swung again with the candlestick and missed. Betty staggered, firing wildly. How many shots now? How many shots? I asked myself, as I slammed the candlestick into her shoulder.


    Sergio roared again, raised himself from his wheelchair and lobbed an open can of solvent toward Betty. The edge struck her temple. She sank to the floor. We watched, frozen, as the solvent spilled, rippled toward Mrs. Parnell's cigarette, igniting it.


    Lucia's wail rose higher. The red stain had spread.


    Sergio shouted and reached forward, trying to reach his granddaughter.


    “Get out,” I screamed to Mrs. Parnell. “This place will go up like a munitions depot. Lucia, move your grandfather out fast.”


    Betty lay still, blood trickling from her temple, the pistol fallen from her hand. Flames licked at her flowered dress and caught. I threw my jacket over the burning dress and rolled her. Flames danced past us along the floor and lapped at the stacks of wooden frames. A pile of wrapping caught, and smoke began to billow.


    I know way too much about fires. “Get moving. If those flames hit the varnishes and solvents, we're finished.”


    Lucia shoved past me with Sergio in the wheelchair, her hair swirling, dark blood spreading on her arm, tears streaming down her cheeks. She thrust the wheelchair through the door. The door swung behind her and nearly closed.


    I grabbed Betty by the shoulders and pulled.


    “I can't leave her to burn,” I said, looking Mrs. Parnell in the eye.


    “Neither can I,” Mrs. P. said. “Although I'd damn well like to.”


    “Get yourself out of here fast.” The first can of solvent popped.


    Mrs. Parnell, pale and trembling, bent over to help. “Please go, get out of here,” I said, pulling Betty's dead weight with all my strength.


    “Divided we fall, Ms. MacPhee. At least, let me hold the door.”


    Mrs. P. held the door, as I dragged Betty's dead weight, as far as I could into the shop. From outside, we heard Lucia shrieking, Sergio still roaring and feet thundering amid shouts. Through the shop window, I could see Ray Deveau, shoving his way past a resistant police officer.


    Firefighters pushed their way through, brandishing hoses.


    “We're here!” I yelled, from my moving crouch. “Someone's injured.”


    I turned to Mrs. P. “Welcome back,” I said, with a lump in my throat.


    I collapsed in a heap, as the first fireman picked up Betty. Someone pulled me to my feet, and I was propelled out the door to the street. Paramedics were already attending to Betty. Mrs. Parnell allowed herself to be helped away. Firefighters steered the gathering crowd from the building, forcing everyone to the safety of the piazza as the hoses opened.


    Ray held his ground. He was right where I needed him.

  


  
    Nineteen


    The early evening light bathed the hills surrounding our new digs in the Villa Verdi. I sat in silence with Mrs. Parnell, Guy Prendergast and Ray. We watched the sun sink below the horizon in an explosion of crimson and gold. From the hillside courtyard, you could still see the cypress and olive trees silhouetted by the dying light. Snatches of opera wafted from the open windows along with the scent of roasting tomatoes, rosemary, veal and porcini mushrooms.


    The air had begun to chill after yet another unusually warm November day, but no one showed any inclination to move inside. The evening sky and the ambiance were irresistible following our hellish first days in Italy. Forty-eight hours had passed since the fire that claimed the Giansante e Figlia business and left Betty Connaught clinging to life with third-degree burns and other injuries. Our long hours in Italian hospitals and police stations were behind us. We were just beginning to unwind.


    Well, three of us were unwinding. Ray continued to do his duty. He moved off to the far corner of the patio, engaged in an intense telephone conversation on the Villa Verdi's portable phone. He kept his hand pressed to his ear to drown out the noise as our conversation picked up again.


    Guy Prendergast bent his tall body and expertly applied a corkscrew to a fresh bottle of Chianti. He grinned at Mrs. Parnell, who was comfortably ensconced with the best view. I was happy to note her hair was neatly arranged, her clothing crisp and her colour normal. She was as good as ever, with a clean bill of health from the Italian medics. Go figure.


    Guy said, “Couldn't have you folks stuck in a hotel when this was available. Villa Verdi's usually a great little money maker. I'm darned glad it wasn't rented this November for once. Needed a place myself.”


    I said, “Not everyone has a spare villa in Tuscany. Definitely comes in handy.” I wondered if he had villas in every shade. “It's a shame about Villa Rosa though.”


    “Easy come, easy go,” he said, splashing yet another refill into my glass. “Lucky I ran out of vino rosso that night, or I'd have gone up in flames with it. All the same, it was only a house. I have plenty of those.”


    “We're glad you're alive,” I said.


    He took the chair next to Mrs. Parnell. “Gave myself a scare. Brought it on my own head, and on everyone else's. Should have kept my mouth shut instead of trying to impress you, Vi.”


    Mrs. Parnell shook her head at the offer of Chianti and took a long pensive sip of her Harvey's Bristol Cream, before putting the glass down. She took her time lighting a Benson & Hedges, and frowned. I held my breath. I bet Guy Prendergast did too.


    “How could you have known?” she said at last. “Who could have imagined the intricate conspiracy that Betty cooked up to save her precious Perce? Once that was threatened, nothing was safe. And none of us.”


    Guy spoke with the now familiar tremor in his voice. “But that Falcone fella in Florence would still be alive, and poor Hazel never would have ended up with a cracked skull, if I hadn't stuck that photo under your nose, Vi.”


    I leaned forward. “You couldn't have known what you were going to unleash.”


    “Perhaps not, but I still wish I'd done things differently. Hope I can make it up to you.”


    Mrs. Parnell shrugged, indicating to me that she'd been in Italy too long already. “It really wasn't your doing, Guy. If I'd been more civil to you much earlier, some of this could have been avoided. I have always avoided anyone connected with Harry.”


    I butted in. “One thing, Mrs. P., without Guy, you would never have found out that it wasn't the real Harry who broke off your engagement.”


    “I should have realized it myself. Harry would have found a way to make the break face to face. We were both in England at the time. I should have twigged that something was wrong as soon as Harry called me Violet in that letter. He'd never once in his life called me Violet.”


    Darling Vi. I remembered the letters. I felt a deep sadness for Mrs. Parnell, and for what might have been if the real Harry Jones had come back to Chesterton after the war. Maybe she really would have ended up as someone's grandmother, the happy centre of a large family. Hard to imagine. I kept that speculation to myself.


    “I should have treated poor Hazel more kindly,” she continued. “I blamed her for the break-up. I didn't even open most of her letters. Betty fanned that division, of course. She couldn't have us getting together and comparing notes, having some little oddity not add up, questions being asked.”


    Over in the corner, Ray ended his calls. He made his way back to us and his full glass of wine. He joined us at the small table, reached over and raised his glass in a toast. “To the end of the Connaughts, Betty and Perce and his two sons and his grandsons, William and Dario. May they do no more harm.”


    Guy said, “Don't count the English side out yet. I've got the British papers here, and those sons already have lawyers. They've got the money to pay for the high-priced help for William in Canada too. They might get away with it.”


    “I don't think they'll get away with much,” Ray said. “Too many crimes, too many people in the know. I made a couple of calls. The Ottawa guys have William in custody for the attack on Hazel. They have a positive ID from Hazel, and at least one of her neighbours, who saw him in the building. No bail for him either. Flight risk. That's worth another toast, if you ask me.”


    We were happy to raise our glasses.


    Guy said, “Maybe that will work here too. The Italian papers are blustering about the war hero il Falco being murdered. They're talking about a witness. With any luck, they'll get Dario for that, as well as the attack on you, Camilla.”


    “The witness is probably that kid, Fabrizio,” I said. “He'll cave under questioning. And Lucia and Sergio Giansante will be able to testify about everything Betty said in that workshop. Betty's gloating will come back to haunt Perce for as long as he lives. Maybe they'll get Annalisa Franchini too, as part of the conspiracy.”


    Mrs. Parnell said, “But the fact is, Betty was pulling everyone's strings. I should have realized that as soon as I saw that photo. Perce could never have pulled all that off by himself.”


    “We all played right into her hands.”


    Guy said, “Especially this old fool. I called Betty after you gave me the bum's rush that night, Vi. Didn't know how to reach Hazel, but I knew Betty was in Ottawa. She never changed her name. I didn't realize what I was doing, but I blabbed about everything I'd told you. Of course, I thought Harry Jones was the bad guy. Never occurred to me Perce was living life as Harry. You figured that out as soon as you saw that photo of the grandson, didn't you, Vi?”


    Mrs. Parnell gazed off into the darkening sky. “When I saw his face, I couldn't let myself believe it right away. Because the implications were simply too horrible. The Remembrance Day march sent me to hell. All I could think about was our wonderful Canadian boys, and our women too, who perished under such awful conditions. It magnified Perce's heinous crime. I knew, of course, that I had to do something. I knew he must have had allies, confederates, including Betty, of course. Perce had turned into a very dangerous man. Much too dangerous for me to involve the people I cared about. As it turned out, I was right.”


    She kindly didn't mention Guy Prendergast blundering about, or me, making waves.


    She continued to stare into the distance, sorrow etched on her features while Guy Prendergast chattered on. “Guess I'm lucky to be alive,” he said. “Betty invited me right over, but I'd had a bit too much of the good stuff at my hotel, so I took a rain check. Supposed to go for lunch the next day. Instead, I hightailed it back to Italy and my Villa Rosa, to drown my sorrows.”


    I said, “That probably would have been your last lunch. You were in line for a fall, or an accident. Or a fire.”


    “Sure didn't take long to torch the Villa Rosa.”


    I said, “I wonder if we'll ever know who did that? Dario was in the hospital, after I hit him on the head. Annalisa perhaps?”


    Mrs. Parnell turned her gaze back to us and lifted her glass again. “My money's on Betty herself. She would have blamed you for the whole thing, Guy. Wasn't her first fire.”


    “Still blame myself,” Guy said.


    I said, “Please don't. We all played into her hands. I left her messages with everything she needed to know. William must have been picking up Betty's messages when he wasn't ransacking apartments and bashing people on the head. We're lucky no one burned down my house with Alvin and the pets in it. This reminds me, I wonder what William stole from your apartment, Mrs. P.”


    “I had my laptop and camera with me. I imagine he was looking for photos and letters. As soon as I fully understood what might have happened, I packed up everything like that and left it with Alvin for safekeeping.”


    “Good thing you did, or we wouldn't have had a thing to go on.”


    “I didn't want you to have anything to go on, Ms. MacPhee. Perce Connaught was such a vicious scoundrel. I never really understood why Harry was such a good friend. But once I realized that he'd…”


    Murdered Harry, I thought.


    Mrs. Parnell fell silent.


    “Well, who could imagine something like that?” Ray said. “I'm a nasty suspicious cop with twenty years on the force, and it wouldn't have crossed my mind. Although from the sound of this Betty, she probably would have wiped out anyone who threatened Perce.”


    Mrs. Parnell said, “At least I have the consolation of knowing that Harry didn't really turn into a cad, and Walter wasn't foolish enough to get drunk and kill himself on the country lanes of Hampshire. And to know that I still have friends I can trust.”


    “You mean Hazel? You'll be seeing her?”


    “I will, but I meant you and young Ferguson, Ms. MacPhee. I wish he were here with us now.”


    Conversation stopped when Guy Prendergast's housekeeper bustled through the open door with a plate of bruschetta for us. For the first time since I'd arrived in Italy, I planned to taste the food and savour the wine. It would be worth waiting for.


    The phone call from Canada came first.


    I held my ear away from the phone. Alvin shrieked, “I got my passport! ‘Three-day expedited’, and it was worth every penny. I'm on my way. And I got a way better price on a ticket than you did, Camilla. Everything's under control here now.”


    “What do you mean, everything's under control now?” I said.


    “What? Nothing. I mean Hazel's getting out of the hospital. She sends her love to everyone, and she's really hoping to see Violet.”


    “And she will.”


    “Don't tell Violet I'm coming. I want it to be a surprise. I hope you'll give me some time alone with her to catch up.”


    “That can be arranged,” I said, glancing across the table and watching Ray's sandy hair ruffling in the light evening breeze.


    “Your sisters said they'll walk Gussie and feed the cat, and even look after those evil lovebirds.”


    “They did? I'm amazed.”


    “And news flash! You know what I heard from the Super? Your nasty neighbour in 1604 got evicted. Arrested, too. Guess there was a smell of marijuana coming from his apartment, when the cops came around to check Violet's place, after Ray called with all the news. Lord thundering Jesus, what a lot of fuss about a little weed. But what goes around comes around, right?”


    “For sure,” I said, not wanting to know who might have made that happen.


    “I have a surprise for you when you get back. I think you'll be overwhelmed.”


    Overwhelmed is one of my least favourite things.


    “Alvin? Wait. Don't tell me, it will give me something to look forward to.” Maybe my house was now a replica of a pharaoh's tomb, or possibly a space station. Perhaps Gussie was sporting a mohawk, or the little calico cat now had a stylish touch of sky blue fur. With Alvin, the possibilities are endless.


    I had an entire week left in Italy with Ray. I didn't want anything in the world to take my mind off that.

  


  
    
      
    
  


  Law and Disorder


  ONE


  
    How do you keep a lawyer from drowning?

    -Shoot him before he hits the water.

  


  Less than two short weeks after I’d shoved my thermal socks to the back of the drawer, the temperature hit 32° Celsius with a humidex reading of 40°. Welcome to June in Canada’s capital.


  I blotted my forehead with one hand as I chugged up the wide stone stairs to the Elgin Street courthouse. The excellent air conditioning system in the building was only a secondary factor in my decision to spend the morning in court. It seemed like the right day to look into a murderer’s eyes as his seemingly endless trial drew to a close. I was looking forward to the final arguments. Lloyd Brugel was about to get what was coming to him: a guilty verdict. In time, that would be reflected in an appropriate sentence: twenty-five years without parole if not actual dangerous offender status. But one step at a time. Conviction first.


  Don’t take my word about Brugel. Ask any of the kids who found themselves hooked on crack cocaine at bargain introductory prices or the fifteen-year-olds who were forced into prostitution. Or pick one of the hundreds of broken people who got in his way. I knew many of his victims personally. I wished more of them were alive to see Brugel go down. I tried to resist rubbing my hands in glee, but only because that would have meant spilling my iced cappuccino.


  In the course of the trial and the interminable months leading up to it, I’d repeatedly reminded myself of the principles of law that keep me going:


  Innocent until proven guilty? That’s the biggie.


  Reasonable doubt? Also high on the list.


  The right to representation? No argument.


  In spite of all that, I believed Brugel was guilty from the second he was frog-marched out of Red Roxxxy’s, the sleazy strip joint where he based his underground kingdom. I had done a little dance when I’d first heard the news. Hey, appropriate is not my middle name. I planned on doing a joyful jig when the sentence was read. I just hoped I wouldn’t throw my back out.


  In the foyer near courtroom 23, I narrowly avoided Sergeant Leonard Mombourquette slithering out of the elevator.


  “Hey, Leonard, watch out for your—”


  “Don’t start with me, MacPhee,” he said, narrowing his beady eyes. “I’m one month from retirement, and I’m facing a lot of paperwork.”


  Fair enough. Mombourquette had been my brother-in-law Conn McCracken’s partner in Major Crimes for more years than I could count. Even though Conn now wasted his days on the golf course, I saw no harm in being civil to his former partner, this once. With his soft, greyish skin, twitchy nose and missing chin, Mombourquette might be the spitting image of a rodent, but, after all, he was our rodent. Practically a family pet. He not only continued to hang out with that same brother-in-law and my sister, but he seemed to have a thing going with my old buddy Elaine Ekstein, the well-known rogue social worker. All to say, opposites attract and there’s no accounting for tastes and any more aphorisms anyone else would care to contribute.


  I just hoped the decidedly NDP Elaine and the definitely Conservative Mombourquette never chose to talk politics. Kaboom.


  Before we could enter, we idled by the metal detector outside the courtroom, and I made nice while the female police officer checked the contents of my handbag and we went through the detector one at a time. “So, Leonard, you here to see Brugel go down? Payoff time?”


  “You betcha. Wouldn’t miss it. Seeing that scumbag convicted will be the highlight of my year. Maybe even two years. Worth not retiring last winter just to savour it.”


  “For me too. I wish Laurie Roulay was still alive to see it.”


  Mombourquette shook his head. “That was a real shame about that girl. Thorsten sure took her apart on the stand.”


  I paused, thinking before I spoke. Laurie Roulay’s suicide two weeks after her testimony had shaken me badly. After a moment, I managed to say, “It was brutal. There’s no trick too low for our Rollie. I’m glad Laurie held together long enough to testify. Her testimony will help sink Brugel. I wish I’d realized how fragile she was.”


  He glowered. “Me too.”


  “But hey, Leonard, not even that scum-sucking bottomdweller Thorsten could get Brugel off this time.”


  An assistant Crown attorney swung past us in the hallway, his black gown billowing. He snickered and called back over his shoulder, “Don’t hold back, MacPhee. How do you really feel about Thorsten?”


  “Jackass,” I muttered.


  Mombourquette pulled out a handkerchief and wiped the back of his neck. “Gonna be a scorcher. Enough to make you hope the trial drags on until July. I’d like it to be cool for my remaining days.”


  “Hard to believe it’s your last twenty.”


  “One hundred and sixty hours, but who’s counting.”


  “Excellent. Let’s go watch the circus.”


  
    * * *
  


  You would think, with a case of this magnitude, that courtroom 23 would be standing room only, but there were fewer than twenty people in the room, not counting judge, jury, plaintiffs, court staff, cops, and a solitary reporter. Even so, the early morning scents of aftershave and fruity shampoo were gradually being replaced by sweat and overheated footwear. The few people in the room were buzzing softly. Madam Justice Pierrette Lafontaine sat purse-lipped at the bench. I wondered idly what that would do to her signature red lipstick. My sisters tell me that’s a dated look, but on Judge Lafontaine, it sent a powerful message: Don’t mess with me or I’ll drink your blood. She feared nothing. Especially not passing trends. Maybe that’s why I always admired her.


  The Crown attorney fidgeted like a kid awaiting Christmas morning. Would Santa bring him closing arguments that would lead to a conviction? And eventually a life sentence? Or would some small word or concern reduce the sentence to the lower end of the scale? Twenty-five with no parole would be good for the Crown attorney’s career. It would help in moving up and out.


  I glanced around for my friend P. J. Lynch, who covered the courts for the Ottawa Citizen, but there was no sign of his carrot top and gap-toothed grin.


  In between eyeing the prisoner’s dock with amusement, the Crown appeared to be flirting with his blonde colleague. I assumed she was a new assistant Crown and I figured the ink wasn’t dry on her yet. The rumour among those who cared was that she was so good, she would leave him in the dust. I certainly hoped so.


  There were no legal aid lawyers for Brugel. He could afford to hire and fire the very best. Rollie was Brugel’s third lawyer and perhaps his most expensive.


  On the right side of the line of lawyers, a thin and jittery young man glanced behind him, his forehead furrowed in concern. He was wearing a navy suit that seemed to have been intended for a larger man. From my previous court visits, I recognized Jamie Kilpatrick. He loosened his white shirt collar with his fingers. I knew he was the one junior lawyer that Rollie had on his payroll. In this case, rumour had it that the indentured serf took care of all the work, while Rollie did whatever you do when you’re a scum-sucking bottom dweller. Although right at that moment, the scum-sucker was nowhere to be seen. The hapless Jamie seemed even more nervous than usual.


  Maybe Rollie was in the men’s room, adjusting his handmade silk tie. He was as expensive as he was effective, and he did look very good in Harry Rosen suits. I took comfort in the thought that even he was not likely to win this time.


  Brugel faced the bench and the jury behind bulletproof glass. The rest of us got a view of his shaved head gleaming, his neck as thick as a fire hydrant. He was one scary dude. He’d built a business running drugs and prostitutes, with extortion as a sideline, and yet, he’d never done a minute’s federal time. He gave the impression he thought he was top dog in this court, and he’d probably be in charge behind bars too.


  The Crown maintained that Brugel had ordered the crime, and an underling named Guérin had delivered. Guérin’s own legal team had cleaned him up, cut his hair, somehow even covered the jailhouse tattoos on his neck, but he’d still oozed criminality. Some gifted dentist had done a cosmetic job on his teeth, no doubt using the proceeds of a couple of wasted young lives. But no cosmetic procedures could fix those hard, dead eyes. They were the kind of eyes you might expect on someone who had dumped a bound and injured competitor into a car and set it on fire. That fire had spread to the victim’s home, killing his seven-year old daughter and leaving Laurie Roulay, his common-law wife, with scars from the third degree burns. That’s what she got for trying to save her child. Guérin was a guy with fifty priors, who’d already served more than ten years in prison, not counting the misdeeds no one had ever pinned on him. He hadn’t had much to hope for except a view of bars and razor wire, so he’d managed a deal of sorts in return for testifying against Brugel. It was a case of the puppet fingering the puppermaster, and the prosecution had gone for it in a big way. When the time came, Judge Lafontaine was likely to dish out the most stringent sentence against Brugel. Even that would be a disappointment for those who favoured drawing and quartering.


  Of course, the defence was expected to keep things rolling.


  Judge Lafontaine had now narrowed her eyes. I knew Lafontaine had a long fuse, but when it hit the end: look out. Rollie Thorsten had definitely tried to ignite that fuse during Brugel’s trial. Next, Lafontaine would flare her nostrils. I’d enjoyed it when Rollie had tested the judge’s tolerance. Privately, I’d been rooting for a contempt of court charge against him, but I never got lucky.


  There was a rustle by the door in the back. Mombourquette and I turned as the door opened and a court officer rushed forward up the left aisle. A murmur swept the room. I didn’t know this officer, but like everyone else that morning, he was sweating.


  At last, flared nostrils from the judge.


  A whispered consultation.


  The judge spoke to the court clerk.


  The clerk said, “All rise. This court is now recessed until this afternoon at two.”


  The judge always gets the last word. She said, “Mr.


  Kilpatrick, you may join me in my chambers.”


  
    * * *
  


  As we trickled from the courtroom into the third floor foyer, we were passed by P. J. Lynch, my redheaded reporter friend. P. J. was running late, swimming against the tide and elbowing his way to the front of the courtroom.


  He turned and mouthed, “Hey, Tiger. What the hell happened?”


  I just grinned. P. J. brings it out in me, although as a rule I trust him as far as I could throw my Acura. Never mind, I like his giant freckles and the gap between his teeth as well as the carrot top. “Don’t ask me. You’re the reporter. But now that I see you, I believe you still owe me twenty dollars.”


  Mombourquette merely sneered. Reporters have that effect on him. Come to think of it, so do lawyers. We flowed toward the elevator, although I was tempted to watch and see if P. J. would get out of line and try to ask the judge a question. A contempt of court charge might be interesting, but, after all, most of the time P. J. is my friend, so I called after him. “Remember the rules.”


  “Well, that was a letdown,” I said to Mombourquette. “I was hoping to see Brugel get hammered by the Crown.”


  “Me too. But there’s always this afternoon. By the way, Elaine tells me you’re selling the house on Third Avenue,” Mombourquette said, casually, as we ambled along, in no hurry to get back outside to the hot mist. That’s the problem with having your friend date a cop, there’s even less privacy than usual.


  “I’m thinking about it. I never felt right living there. I don’t feel entitled to the money either.”


  “You take life too seriously. Think about it. You work for ten years, you get injured, you get beat up, you get halfdrowned, you get evicted, then someone leaves you a house and some money. You can’t just accept that and chill out?”


  “Guess not.”


  “No wonder your sisters always get their backs up.”


  “My sisters’ backs are not my problem. I’m considering a plan to make things right with that house.”


  “Going to get Justice for Victims going again? Did I forget to mention your office got blown up?”


  I shrugged. “I don’t think I’m going back to that. There’s a lot more assistance for victims now than there used to be. There’s victims’ support in the Crown’s Office, in the police department, and some high profile groups offer it too. It was just me and Alvin at JFV anyway. I think we’ll both be glad to move on.”


  As Alvin Ferguson has always been the world’s worst assistant, the modern office equivalent to wearing a millstone around your neck while being taunted by an albatross, I felt the need to add emphatically, “In separate directions, it goes without saying.”


  Perhaps the emphasis came from the fact that Alvin had been camped in my house since his most recent housing problems. This was hard for many people to understand, but suffice to say that I am a MacPhee from Sydney, Nova Scotia, and Alvin is a Ferguson from Sydney, Nova Scotia, and, as long as my father is alive, I will have to honour the Cape Breton tradition of helping one’s compatriots.


  Mombourquette had moved on conversationally. “You’re what, forty? You could go back into practice. Maybe even legal aid.”


  I thought he was going to choke from laughing. When he pulled himself together, he said, “Hey, why not join one of the big criminal defence firms? You could end up representing guys like Brugel.”


  “True enough. Or I could just stick pins in my eyes. In the unlikely event that I go back to legal aid work, I’ll let you know, Leonard. In the meantime, try not to worry your fuzzy little ears about me.”


  “Speaking of Alvin, that place of yours might have been easier to sell before your crazy assistant redecorated.”


  I shrugged. What could I say? Alvin has an artistic talent that has to be experienced to be believed and a spirit that can’t be crushed. I’d been in Italy. He’d been watching the fort. The house was just in the wrong place at the wrong time. And after all, it wasn’t like I even liked or wanted it. On the other hand, I couldn’t let Mombourquette take a free shot at Alvin.


  “I kind of like the Italian theme,” I lied.


  Mombourquette rolled his eyes and kept pressing my buttons. “Pull the other one,” he said before changing the subject yet again. “What about Ray Deveau in Sydney? Anything happening?”


  “Does the entire population of Ottawa have to be informed about every detail in my life?” I snapped.


  I had reason to snap. My sisters were bullying me to remarry. Edwina, Donalda and Alexa kept harping that ten years was long enough to be widowed. Everyone in my family found Sgt. Ray Deveau of the Cape Breton Regional Police irresistible. I found him irresistible too, maybe even more than irresistible. Calm, gentle, supportive, cute, widowed as well. He’d been a good husband, and he was still a fine father. Maybe they were right. I kept mentioning that there are 1,641 kilometres of Trans-Canada Highway between Ray and me. I guess I was the only one who thought that was any kind of an impediment.


  “You’ll be the first to know if anything changes in my relationship status, Leonard. But you know what, that would make us cousins of a sort.”


  He flinched.


  I grinned. Wolfishly, I hoped.


  Mombourquette averted his eyes. “Something’s happening.”


  Kristen Wentzell, a cop I knew by name and reputation, was approaching us. With her blonde hair and piercing blue eyes, she could have had any of the more commanding female roles in a Wagner opera. She ignored me. “Did you hear the news, Lennie?”


  “Hear what?” Mombourquette said. His whiskers twitched. He did not tilt his neck to look up at Wentzell, who was easily six foot two. She took up a lot of space. The Kevlar vest didn’t flatter her, but it did add to her imposing demeanour. For a split second I wanted one for myself.


  “You call yourself a detective? We just got the word about Thorsten. Do you know where he showed up?” Wentzell was enjoying herself. Cats and canaries came to mind.


  I said, “The bottom of your kid’s aquarium?”


  “Close,” she said, giving me a booming laugh in return.


  If there’s one thing Mombourquette hates, it’s other people’s banter. “Spit it out, Wentzell.”


  Wentzell’s grin slipped. She glanced at Mombourquette, possibly thinking about snapping him in two.


  I nodded encouragement. “Can’t wait to hear it.”


  I thought I heard Mombourquette mutter, “Broad really pisses me off.”


  I said, “In our lifetime, Constable Wentzell. Detective Mombourquette has places to go, people to see, possibly even things to do.”


  She deflated slightly. I am such a killjoy. “Word is they found him swimming in the Rideau.”


  “Rollie Thorsten? The consummate defence hack? What was he doing in the river instead of in court?” I bleated, falling into the trap.


  Wentzell shook her head. Her blue eyes were shining.


  Mombourquette said, “What of it?”


  “On the bottom,” Wentzell said, obviously disappointed that she couldn’t drag the story out any further.


  I said, “On the bottom?”


  “You got it.”


  “You mean drowned?”


  She grinned happily. “Just preliminary information, of course.”


  Mombourquette said, “Dead’s good enough.”


  I gave him a dirty look and turned back to Wentzell.


  “Are you sure?”


  “Looks like it.” By this time, her grin was practically tickling her ears.


  Mombourquette brightened. “Best news I’ve heard in months.”


  Wentzell’s voice had carried, and a murmur was sweeping the area. Shocked as they were by the idea of Thorsten’s death, people around us chuckled nervously. The news was spreading like a brush fire through the crowded hallways.


  “Too bad I’m on duty or I’d go celebrate,” Wentzell said.


  “What is the matter with you?” I said. “You just told me the man’s dead.”


  “Where’s your sense of occasion?” Wentzell said.


  Speaking of sense of occasion, at that moment P. J. Lynch, who obviously smelled story, elbowed his way toward us, red hair tousled, determination across his face. People stepped out of his way. At this stage of his career, P. J. needs a big story, something that will catapult him out of the day to day stuff. If Rollie Thorsten had really been found dead at the bottom of the Rideau River, that could be quite a boost for him.


  I guess P. J. had never seen Wentzell before, because he stopped and stared. In a cartoon, he would have fallen flat on his freckled face, and giant red cartoon hearts would have circled his head. In real life, he just stood there, apparently stunned. P. J.’s probably five eleven, but Wentzell managed to look down on him.


  “You should close that mouth of yours before you start to drool,” Mombourquette said helpfully.


  Wentzell smirked, folded her arms, and looked away.


  It takes more than that to keep P. J. down. In fact, he can’t be kept down. I wouldn’t waste my time trying. He deftly moved in front of Wentzell and stuck out his hand. “P. J. Lynch. I’m from the Citizen.”


  “You’ll have to wait for the press briefing,” she said.


  “Hey, not everything’s about work,” P. J. said. “I just thought that I heard you saying something about—”


  “No comment.”


  Wentzell swaggered off down the hallway, substantial blue backside swaying. P. J. waited only a second before he followed as if in a trance.


  “He’s absolutely smitten,” I said to Mombourquette. “I guess there’s something to be said for combining business and pleasure.”


  “Truly pathetic,” Mombourquette said.


  “For sure, she’ll chew him up and spit him out. She is one tough cookie.”


  Mombourquette’s nose twitched. “That might be fun to watch.”


  As Wentzell elbowed her way through a group, one bystander turned away, avoiding her neatly. There was something familiar about him. I spotted a pair of hazel eyes and a stray lock of soft sandy hair falling over them. Sure enough, there it was: a crooked little-boy smile as the hazel eyes met mine. My all-time favourite client and the most talented burglar Ottawa had ever seen, Bunny Mayhew, the only man in the world who could ever look fetching in a flame-orange jumpsuit with the words Regional Detention Centre written on it.


  Damn. Why was he at the courthouse? It would be a shame if Bunny were pulled back into the criminal life he’d worked so hard to escape in the past few years.


  I leaned closer to Mombourquette, something I usually avoid. “Did you just see Bunny Mayhew? What would he be doing here?”


  “Time, I hope,” Mombourquette said. He’s a lot less sentimental than I am. They may deal with the heavy hitters, but there’s no warm and fuzzy spot for burglars among the guys in Major Crimes.


  “Maybe he’s a witness in something,” I said. “That might explain it. He told me he was going straight.”


  Mombourquette snorted, “And you believed him? You’ve really lost your edge, MacPhee.”


  I had believed Bunny. And maybe that was dimwitted of me. Of course, I wanted it to be true, for his sake as well as for his wife and young daughter. Sure he may have been a thief with a weakness for Canadian art, but to do him credit, Bunny never allegedly stole a single item from a person I could imagine liking. In my opinion, Bunny Mayhew represented the best the Canadian criminal classes had to offer.


  Plus, I owed him a lot. Even so, I didn’t want to find myself back in court defending him or even angling to get him a decent legal aid lawyer.


  Seconds later, Bunny appeared at my side. He grabbed my arm. Mombourquette gave him the rattiest look in his repertoire. “Bugger off.”


  Bunny recoiled. “But I need to talk to Camilla.”


  “Here’s the thing, I’m talking to her, and you’re buggering off.”


  Bunny turned to me. “Is that police brutality?”


  “Probably. Give me a call at the office, Bunny. You have my number.”


  Bunny stepped back. “Really? I didn’t think you had an office any more. Did you rent a new space?”


  “Never mind, call me at my cell number. It hasn’t changed. It doesn’t matter if it’s an office or not.”


  “I already called your cellphone. This is urgent.”


  I stared back at the boyish face, the sandy hair, the pleading eyes. “Fine,” I said, “what is it, Bunny?”


  Mombourquette looked as though he might go up in flames, leaving the rest of us to inhale the stench of burnt fur. Deep down I knew part of the reason was that Elaine, Mombourquette’s main squeeze, had once been Bunny’s social worker. She’d known him since he first hit Juvie. She liked Bunny even more than I did. Maybe more than she liked Mombourquette.


  All to say, Mombourquette was immune to Bunny. “That’s it, Mayhew. I don’t like lowlifes interfering in my conversations.”


  I said, “Get a grip, Leonard. What’s the matter with you? Wait for me outside, Bunny.”


  To tell the truth, it was astonishing to see Bunny melt into the throng of people. One minute there, then as if he’d never been. It’s a talent really. I imagined it must have come in handy in his former line of work. I didn’t think much more about it. Mombourquette and I went back to cheerfully speculating about exactly what might have sent Rollie Thorsten to the bottom of the Rideau.


  TWO


  
    Why should you swerve to avoid hitting a lawyer on a bicycle?

    -Because that bicycle just might be yours.

  


  After the excitement of the courthouse, I clomped off down Elgin Street, pondering life as I went. For one thing, why were Bunny Mayhew, P. J. Lynch and Leonard Mombourquette so present in my life when the one guy I really cared about wasn’t? Ray Deveau didn’t have Bunny’s movie star looks, or P. J.’s quick wit and drive, or even Mombourquette’s furry familiarity. He was an unflappable cop with a solid sense of humour, a good father, a companion, a shoulder to cry on and a friend. Best of all, unlike the rest of the world, he liked me just fine the way I was. And I liked him a lot more than anyone I could think of. Of course, he was inconveniently located in Sydney, bound by family and a twenty-year career with the Cape Breton Regional Police. That was the bothersome part. If I’d seen a garbage can, I would have kicked it in frustration just thinking about that.


  But quite apart from the state of my personal life, the day had been just plain bad. The distressing part of having Rollie Thorsten die in his dramatic way was that it would derail the Brugel trial yet again. It was good news for bad guys. So good, in fact, that I stopped to wonder if Lloyd Brugel might not have had something to do with it. Stranger things have happened after all. Laurie Roulay’s death was a result of Brugel’s actions even if it had been by her own hand. As I said, there’s never a garbage can when you really need to kick one. If my sisters had been in town, they would have told me to stop feeling sorry for myself and get a job. Luckily they were far far away on a three-week cruise.


  There was no sign of Bunny anywhere. But with all this stuff on my mind, I didn’t give him another thought.


  
    * * *
  


  At two in the afternoon, I was back in Court, curious to see what the judge would make of all this. The jury was in place, the prisoner in his bulletproof box. Brugel turned to face the jury and even in profile, his usual alpha dog sneer was evident. I could only see the back of the Crown’s head, but his shoulders were slumped.


  As everyone rose and I caught a glimpse of Madame Justice Lafontaine’s face, I knew I wouldn’t like the news. Or she might have just bitten into a bad clam.


  The judge said, “As a result of the death of Mr. Brugel’s counsel, Mr. Thorsten, and the withdrawal from the case of Mr. Thorsten’s junior, Mr. Kilpatrick, the Court has no choice but to recess to allow Mr. Brugel time to find new legal representation in this case.”


  Brugel smirked.


  The judge fixed him with a warning look. She is known for having little time for alpha dogs and their packs. She does, however, adhere to the rules.


  The judge swept from the room, robe flowing. As the door closed behind her, we began to trudge out of courtroom 23. Mombourquette hadn’t been there to witness this part. It would have ruined his day.


  After all those months of doing the work while Rollie took the credit, young Jamie Kilpatrick had a chance to be in charge. This could have been the case that made his name, no matter what the outcome. So why the hell had he withdrawn?


  
    * * *
  


  “What difference does it make?” Alvin Ferguson, my ever-present former office assistant said after I’d stomped around the house for ten minutes, swearing. I’d topped off the stomping with a major rant. Alvin watched from the kitchen door, resplendent in the Cape Breton tartan apron that someone had given me years ago. He must have found that at the bottom of my kitchen drawer. As there is almost nothing in the house left unpainted, he has turned his hand to collecting and testing heritage recipes. Luckily he wasn’t testing any of them in this weather.


  I said, “It makes a big difference.”


  “This Brugel is still on trial anyway. They’ve got him, right?”


  “They have him now. But if he keeps on finding ways to stall, the world can change, and they may not have him forever.”


  “What’s that supposed to mean?”


  “He’s fired lawyers before.” I leaned against the crumbling faux stone wall that Alvin had thoughtfully painted as part of his Tuscan decorating theme. The walls were somewhat at odds with the sleek stainless appliances in the modern kitchen, but congruity has never been Alvin’s strength.


  “He has?”


  “Sure. Why do you think this case has been dragging on for so long?”


  “I really don’t know. Can you fire your lawyer?”


  “Happens all the time.”


  “But why does that hold up the case?”


  “Because you are entitled to representation.”


  “Yeah but…”


  “And you are also entitled to be represented by someone you believe has your best interests at heart.”


  “You think that’s a good thing?” Alvin magically produced a glass of ice tea. “There’s mint in this. Give it a try.”


  “Some accused misuse this right. They fire perfectly competent counsel, just to stall.”


  “But what does it get them?”


  “It gets them a delay. In Brugel’s case, it has gotten him two delays before this latest setback.”


  “Why would anybody want a delay? Don’t they want to get the whole thing over with?”


  “Not if they know they’re guilty and they’re pretty sure they’re going to be convicted and be stuck behind bars for a damn long time. There are two solid reasons for delaying, Alvin. The first one is that if the person has been in custody during the trial, they might get two for one credit for that time served.”


  “What does that mean anyway?”


  “Two days taken off his sentence for every one served.”


  “Really? Do you think that’s—”


  “It’s the way it is in our system, Alvin. Although the current government is trying to change that. And the other point is, and this is much more important, the longer the trial drags on, the harder it will be for the Crown to control or even locate key witnesses.”


  “What do you mean, control? You mean the Crown tries to control witnesses? That’s just plain wrong.”


  “I mean they encourage them to stick to their stories. And remember them. They get them to show up. They get them to stay clean and sober if they can.”


  “Oh, that’s all right. I guess.”


  “And they don’t want them recanting their testimony either. It goes without saying.”


  “They do that?”


  “Sure. Often, in criminal cases, some of the witnesses are going to be criminals too. Or they’re going to be connected with the accused in some way—relatives, neighbours. But the most important thing is to keep them from leaving town or worse, disappearing.”


  Alvin’s eyes bugged out. “Disappearing?”


  “Sure. Some of them will just drift away. A couple will get arrested here or somewhere else. Some might be discredited. Others will die from disease or even lifestyle. And a few will take off in the hope that they won’t have to testify.”


  “Why?”


  “Lots of reasons, Alvin. But the main one is that they’re scared. A guy like Brugel needs time to make the kind of threats that can drive a witness away. The longer he waits, the more time his associates have to intimidate key witnesses. Or worse.”


  “You don’t think they’d actually kill anyone, would they?”


  I rolled my eyes. “Alvin! We’re discussing Lloyd Brugel. He’s on trial for murder. This is the first time they’ve actually had a chance at getting a conviction. And as far as killing someone, remember Laurie Roulay—she died because of the incredible stress she faced from this. She had threats from people. She knew they were watching her. It was bad enough that she’d lost her husband and one of her children, but she knew they could still get into her apartment. She knew they watched the schools where her remaining children went. She got notes too. That’s the kind of thing the notes hinted at.”


  “That must have been a nightmare.”


  I nodded. “No one should have to go through anything like that. Even behind bars, Brugel is very dangerous.”


  “But didn’t this Rollie Thorsten have a chance of getting him off?”


  “Rollie’s strategies were working well. Even so, I have to ask myself if Rollie wasn’t worth more dead than alive, in terms of delaying Brugel’s trial that little bit more.”


  
    * * *
  


  The blanket of humidity actually seemed to lift when the thunderstorm broke at around ten that evening. Lightning lit up the sky, rain slashed down in sheets, thunder boomed. I counted, one two three seconds. Not so very far away. It finally occurred to me that some of the booms were coming from the front door.


  Gussie, the purely temporary dog in my household, lay snoring on the sofa. He managed to continue sleeping through thunderstorm and banging.


  When I whipped open the door, preparing to snarl, Bunny Mayhew stood there, shivering. Tonight the golden burglar boy had lost his lustre. His sandy hair was dark and stringy.


  He glanced over his shoulder, then turned those puppy dog eyes on me. “Aren’t you going to let me in, Camilla? It’s horrible out here.”


  I stood back. “I thought you were going to wait for me outside the courthouse. How did you find out where I live?”


  A look of hurt flickered across his movie star features. Even rivulets of rain and hair hanging in damp strands can’t take anything away from our Bunny. “I’m a burglar, not an idiot.”


  “In that case, there’s no keeping you out, I suppose.” I gestured for him to follow me.


  “It’s a terrible thing,” he said, as he stood and shook in the hallway. “I don’t know what to do. Or what to think. It’s like a nightmare.”


  I rubbed my temple. “I’m beginning to get the nightmare part.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Forget that. Just tell me what exactly the terrible thing is, and we can all get on with our lives.”


  “That’s why I’m here.”


  “You’re dripping wet and you’re shivering. Let me get you a cup of tea.” I always end up feeling sorry for Bunny, even though it took me a while to let him come in out of the pouring rain. “While I’m getting it, just tell me what the problem is. Succinctly.”


  Alvin took that moment to stick his beaky nose around the corner. “What’s going on? Oh, hello, Bunny. Do you need a towel?”


  “Hey, Alvin.” Bunny’s smile, the one that Elaine refers to as “the beatific burglar”, spread across his face.


  Damn. I hoped they wouldn’t get into a long chinwag. Between Bunny and Alvin, the world could grind to a halt.


  Alvin was already halfway up the stairs.. There was no point in hanging around waiting for him to come down. He could get distracted in an infinite number of ways. I headed toward the kitchen. Bunny followed, dripping water in small well-formed puddles.


  “What is the terrible situation you need to talk about, Bunny?” I said as I reached for the kettle.


  From the covered bird cage in the corner, Lester, or possibly Pierre, gave a disgruntled chirp.


  “You know, the thing with Rollie Thorsten.”


  Alvin called down the stairs, “Do you mind if I bring one of your towels, Camilla? They’re nice and they’re clean.”


  As if it mattered what I said. I plugged in the kettle and kept cool. “Whatever.”


  Bunny said, “He always seems very nice.”


  I stopped and turned around. “Have a seat, Bunny. And don’t let yourself be fooled by Alvin. Stay on topic. What about the thing with Rollie Thorsten?”


  Bunny settled damply at the smart little bistro set by the side wall of the kitchen, in front of an exuberant faux grapevine which curled around a couple of Corinthian columns. He was looking perplexed.


  “He’s a bit young for you, though. And I’m not sure about the ponytail and the earrings. I would have thought you’d be more likely to go out with some kind of NDP speech writer or—”


  “Earth to Bunny, Alvin is my office assistant.”


  “But this is your home and it’s ten at night and he’s here.”


  “He has accommodation issues. So Rollie Thorsten? What about him? Are you looking for details about his death? Because I don’t have any.”


  Bunny’s voice went up an octave. “Of course, his death. What else would I… What’s that on your ceiling?”


  “Grapes,” I said. “Doesn’t everyone have a grapevine painted on their ceiling? Don’t get sidetracked. What exactly about Rollie’s death brings you out to my house on a rainy evening, Bunny? Forget the murals.”


  While I waited for Bunny to figure out my meaning, I got the tea from the cupboard. I decided on an extra bag for pain and anguish.


  Bunny said, “It’s like the others. Don’t you think?”


  “You lost me there. What is like what others?”


  “I meant Rollie’s death. It’s weird.”


  “People drown, Bunny. I heard he’d been drinking, and he wasn’t wearing a flotation device, and a high percentage of people who do drown fit into those categories too.” I didn’t bother to articulate my notion that Brugel might have orchestrated Rollie’s demise. Bunny was agitated enough as it was.


  “These crumbling stone walls,” Bunny said, reaching out to run a hand along my kitchen wall. “Are they…?”


  “Real?” I finished. “No. Alvin painted them while I was in Italy. Back to topic.” The kettle shrieked and I warmed the tea pot with the boiling water, drained it, and made the tea.


  “It was a surprise for her,” Alvin said, appearing at the door with my favourite oversize bath towel. He handed it to Bunny and said, “I turned it into a villa.”


  “Wow.”


  Alvin lowered his eyes modestly and blushed. “Those wine bottles in the wine cellar there aren’t real either. Every inch of this main level has an Italian theme. Do you like the murals?”


  Bunny turned his beautiful eyes on me. “Were you surprised?”


  “What do you think?”


  Silence. Finally Bunny said, “I think you probably were.”


  “Right. The coliseum on the dining room wall really threw me. So now that pressing decorating discussion is out of the way, Bunny, what exactly is your point about Rollie Thorsten?”


  Bunny opened his mouth.


  I added, “In twenty-five words or less.”


  “Boy, that’s harsh, Camilla. The guy’s dead.”


  “Oh, cry me a river. He was playing hardball trying to get Lloyd Brugel unleashed on society. It was a heinous crime, yet he took witnesses apart on the stands. One of them killed herself. He can’t be dead enough for me.”


  Bunny said, “I’m never exactly sure what heinous means.”


  Naturally, Alvin joined in the conversation. “You may have noticed that Camilla is not the most sentimental person in the universe. Or the most grateful I might add,” he sniffed. “I have turned my hand to cooking. I think that is a form of artistry in itself. Not that she appreciates any of it.”


  Bunny turned to stare at him. It could have been the nine visible earrings, or the ponytail or even the beaky nose, but most likely it was the strange turn the conversation had taken. Whatever, it got Bunny off track.


  I said, “Butt out, Alvin. This is business.”


  Alvin said, beaky nose high. “Go ahead, Bunny.”


  I said, “And make an effort not to drive me crazy.”


  Bunny stood wrapped in my best bath sheet, shivering.


  I tried for control again. “Bunny, go to the living room. Sit on the sofa. Move the dog out of the way. The cat too. Now. Alvin, since you’re the office assistant, you can pour the tea when it’s ready. Bunny takes his with three creams and three sugars.”


  Alvin, hovered between the door and the living room. “Cream in tea? But that’s not—”


  I shot him a warning glance. “Just this once: no arguments. Milk first in mine.”


  Bunny said as he blotted himself off. “I got these notes.”


  Alvin stopped and turned.


  “Notes?” we said together.


  Bunny flicked his glance from me to Alvin and back. “Yes. What?”


  “What kind of notes?” I wasn’t sure why “notes” would have an ominous ring, but I felt a little throbbing in my temple. Why hadn’t I gone into dentistry instead of law?


  “They were like jokes.”


  “Jokes,” Alvin said.


  “Yes.” Bunny’s teeth chattered.


  I said, “What kind of jokes? You mean cartoons?”


  “No, I mean jokes. Lawyer jokes.”


  I said, “I hate goddam lawyer jokes. What about client jokes? Or accused jokes?”


  Alvin said, “We got them too.”


  I said, “We did?”


  “I showed them to you, but maybe I didn’t mention that they came in the mail. I don’t always bore you with every detail.”


  “Apparently not. So, now, Bunny, can you tell me what’s so important about these jokes?”


  “Well, they died.”


  “Who died?”


  “People,” Bunny snuffled. “And now Rollie.”


  “And the jokes are connected how?”


  “I don’t know. But they are.”


  Like many dealings with Bunny, this situation seemed baffling. I sighed and said gently, “Who do you think is sending these so-called jokes? Why would you have anything to do with lawyer jokes?”


  “I have no idea, Camilla. I mean, it’s not like I’m that easy to find. No one knows where I live.”


  I could feel the faint stirrings of a familiar headache. “Have you been hiding?”


  “Well, sure. That’s my point. I got plenty of reason to hide. I want to keep my family away from, um, former colleagues and all that. I told you I was going straight, now that Tonya and I have Destiny to think about. It’s not that easy, but mostly I’m a stay-at-home dad. But I got a part-time job in a framing shop and everything. I’m doing my best to keep out of trouble.”


  “That’s wonderful news, Bunny. I knew you had what it takes to go straight.”


  “It takes a family, I guess. Problem is I moved to Barrhaven, and now I’m getting the jokes in my new place.”


  “Change of address cards?” Alvin chimed in.


  “No way. I try never to have an address.”


  Alvin said, “You don’t have an address? Why not?”


  “Bad idea for a couple of reasons.”


  The cops would be one of those reasons. Bad companions probably another.


  Bunny said, “I use a mail drop. I don’t get that much mail anyway. Tonya picks it up. I’m not taking a chance.”


  “So the jokes are forwarded to your mail drop. But you know, Bunny, that really doesn’t seem too—”


  Bunny twisted in agitation. “No! That’s not it. They’re in my mailbox.”


  Alvin said, “Maybe everyone’s getting them. Because—”


  Another interruption from Bunny. “I asked all my neighbours, and no one else was getting unsigned jokes in the mail.”


  I tried to be the voice of sanity. “So, let’s see if I understand. You get these jokes and then someone dies?”


  “Yeah. It sounds really dumb.”


  “People die every day. I read the obits, but I don’t feel responsible for them,” I said sensibly.


  “But it’s like I’m the messenger.”


  I said, “You mean the Bunny of Death?”


  Bunny’s chiseled jaw dropped. “What?”


  “She’s just kidding,” Alvin said. “She enjoys incongruity.”


  “Yeah, you know,” I said, “Angel of Death. Bunny of Death.”


  Bunny jumped to his feet and started to pace. “That’s horrible, Camilla. Gives me shivers. And it’s not funny. The Bunny of Death? I have a hard enough time sleeping nights as it is.”


  “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to upset you. I thought it was funny. I was making the point that you aren’t causing people to die. Hold that thought, Bunny. Alvin, get in there and pour the tea.”


  If Bunny noticed the “hold-the-thought” instruction, he didn’t follow it. “But I’m connected somehow. When one of these lawyer jokes comes, I’m going to hear about someone dying the next day.”


  Alvin said, “Lord thundering Jesus.”


  Bunny said, “It’s making me crazy.”


  Crazy for sure and also unbelievable. “Exactly how many jokes have you received, Bunny?”


  “Three. Rollie was the third.”


  Alvin ruined the moment. “Three?”


  Bunny nodded.


  I said, “And…?”


  “And then the day after each one, someone died.”


  “Well, like who, Bunny?”


  “Like Roxanne Terrio.”


  “Roxanne Terrio? I remember that. Didn’t she die in a bicycle accident in Gatineau Park last month? That’s what I read in the paper. Anyway, Roxanne Terrio wasn’t sleazy. Wasn’t she a real estate lawyer? She didn’t have the kind of clientele that Rollie had.”


  Bunny said, “Maybe she wasn’t sleazy. But I got a joke the day before she died.”


  I decided to take control. “Coincidence.”


  “Then there was that judge, like federal court or something. Judge Cardarelle. I didn’t know him.”


  “But he was a judge, not a lawyer. Change in pattern, Bunny. I think you’re—”


  Bunny shot back, “Didn’t he have to be a lawyer first?”


  “Point to Bunny,” Alvin said.


  “Not so fast. I don’t even remember how he died. Oh hang on, yes, it was some kind of allergy. Anaphylactic shock. Just a tragic set of circumstances.”


  Bunny said, “Maybe. But I got a note.”


  “What precisely do you mean you got a note?” I asked.


  “Well, the day after a joke comes, I get a note. Every time. With the dead person’s name on it. How else would I know that their deaths were connected to the jokes?”


  Alvin gazed at Bunny in amazement. I can’t even imagine what kind of stunned expression I had on my face.


  Alvin stopped staring at Bunny and started gawking at me. “I told you there was something weird about those freaking jokes that came in the mail, Camilla.”


  I would have sat down at that point, but Alvin had the chair and Bunny, the dog and the cat filled the sofa. “I thought those jokes were aimed at me,” I said.


  Bunny said, “Why would they be aimed at you?”


  “Because I’m a lawyer. And they’re lawyer jokes. And lots of people hate lawyers. We’re easy to hate—until you need us.”


  “But you’re not dead.”


  “I realize that. But maybe I’m the Camilla of Death.”


  Bunny frowned. “Sometimes you’re just creepy, Camilla.”


  “Tell me about it,” Alvin said, shaking his head. “But that’s weird if we got the same jokes on the same day.”


  That reminded me. “Was this why you were trying to talk to me today in the courthouse, Bunny?”


  “I wanted to tell you about all this, about the notes with the names on them. I was upset because I got another joke yesterday, and I thought someone else would die. They did.”


  Alvin said, “What did it say?”


  Bunny glanced over, looking hopeful. “It was that old one about how do you stop a lawyer from drowning.”


  Alvin chuckled, “You shoot him, right?”


  “It wasn’t remotely funny the first thousand times I heard it, Alvin, and nothing’s changed. Get out of the chair and pour the tea before it gets cold.”


  Alvin said to Bunny, “We got that one too.”


  Bunny said, “And today, I got a piece of paper with the name Rollie Thorsten on it.”


  I reached for the phone. “Who are you calling, Camilla?” Alvin and Bunny said in stereo.


  “Confidential source. Just take care of the tea, Alvin. Bunny’s shivering.”


  Mombourquette picked up at home on the fourth ring. “Sorry, I’m not Elaine,” I said.


  “That’s good, because then there would be two of you,” he said. “And I’d have to choose the other one. By any chance, do you own a watch?”


  “I know it’s late, but I need to find out what killed Rollie Thorsten.”


  “Why? You got an office pool going? With what’s-his- name, the world’s most dangerous assistant?”


  “Yeah, that’s it. Can you help me out here? I’m really hoping Thorsten wasn’t shot first so he wouldn’t have drowned.”


  “What? Are you...?”


  “Just check that out, will you, Leonard and get back to me.”


  After I hung up, I turned to Bunny. He was sunk in a melancholy slump. Gussie the temporary dog had his head in Bunny’s lap. Alvin had at long last produced the tea in his grandmother’s tea set and added a plate of homemade shortbread to the tray. Bunny picked up his flowered cup and saucer with one hand and absentmindedly stroked Gussie with the other.


  Alvin said, “Those shortbread cookies are the traditional recipe, except that I’ve added—”


  I said, “Watch out, Bunny, Gussie’s trying to get into your pocket. He likes to chew paper. I hope you don’t have any valuable documents in there. Car registration, anything like that. I speak from sad experience.”


  “He chewed your car registration?”


  Alvin interrupted. “It was an accident. You really should learn to let things go, Camilla.”


  Have I mentioned that Gussie started out as the Ferguson family’s dog? But no point in harping. “So, Bunny, you didn’t keep any of these so-called jokes?”


  “Well, why would I? Did you keep yours?” Bunny’s voice rose into a squeak. Alvin blurted, “It’s not my fault. Gussie eats every piece of paper around here the minute it hits the floor.”


  Gussie gave a soft belch to reinforce Alvin’s point. I didn’t bother to inquire about why pieces of paper would be on the floor. “Be quiet, Alvin. Okay, Bunny, at what point did you start to realize there was something going on?”


  Bunny shrugged. “After the second one, I guess. I thought it was kind of funny that each of those names arrived the day after a joke, but before that person’s death became public. I mean when these people died, it made the papers.”


  I nodded. Bunny was right. People talked about it. People wrote about it. Cyclists had written furious letters to the editor after Roxanne Terrio’s death. People had waxed eloquent about the dangers of nut allergies after Judge Cardarelle’s demise. Everyone would be buzzing over Rollie’s bizarre end.


  “So, you don’t still have any of the jokes?”


  “Nah. Tonya is crazy clean. She hates any kind of paper around. She threw them out probably even faster than your dog could eat them. But when I got Rollie Thorsten’s name today and I knew from the news that he was defending in Brugel’s trial, I had to get over there to warn him if he was still alive. I heard there was a suspicious death today, but they didn’t give the name on the news. I knew it would be Rollie Thorsten, because that’s the name I got. I was too late.”


  “We didn’t get that name,” Alvin said. “I know because I open the mail and I would have—”


  “Hold that thought, Alvin. So, Bunny, why did you come to me?”


  “I thought maybe I could talk to you and explain about the jokes and the names and figure out what to do. I called your cell, and someone said you were in court today.”


  “That was me,” Alvin said. “She forgot her phone at home.”


  “Then that Sgt. Mombourquette gave me the brush off. Do you think he’s good enough for Elaine? She’s really special and she deserves—”


  “Bunny!”


  “Sorry, so I came here tonight hoping you wouldn’t think I was nuts.”


  “Not exactly nuts,” I said.


  “Maybe peculiar,” Alvin said.


  Bunny pouted. “You made fun of me. The Bunny of Death? Like I’m going to forget that anytime soon?”


  “I think I said I was sorry.”


  “You didn’t.”


  “Well, I am saying it now.” Bunny has always been a sensitive flower. He said nothing, just kept stroking Gussie. Alvin seemed to have joined the conspiracy of silence.


  “Fine,” I said. “Alvin? Anything to add?”


  “How was I to know that those names were connected to the jokes?”


  My voice rose. “You mean to tell me we did get them?”


  Bunny said, “What can we do about it?”


  “In the end, I think you’ll find that a lot of people probably got those jokes, and they’re not really connected to us.”


  Bunny pulled his towel closer. “I sure hope you’re right.”


  THREE


  
    What do you call an honest lawyer?

    -A statistical improbability

  


  Saturday morning, I was annoyed bright and early by more knocking at the door. I whipped it open expecting to see Bunny there with yet another nutty bit of information.


  A small, crisp woman with expensive blonde highlights gripped my hand and shook it. I was so startled that I hardly noticed that she’d actually stepped right into the house. Maybe I was taken aback because her teeth seemed to twinkle, and her skin glowed like she was some kind of magic lantern.


  “Jacki Jewell,” she said with a wide smile that left stars in my eyes. “You must be Camilla. It’s wonderful to finally meet you.”


  I said, “I’m not sure I…” Oh, hang on. I knew the name Jacki Jewell. That toothy grin was plastered all over For Sale signs in The Glebe, Sandy Hill and New Edinburgh. But what the hell was she doing in my front hall?


  Closing the door behind her, I discovered. “Your sister sent me,” she said.


  Of course. I should have known.


  I said. “Which one?” Each of them is capable of meddling in my life in ways I never imagine until the meddling is in full swing and then it’s often hard to find a defensive position.


  “Edwina,” she said cheerfully.


  “Oh, well. She’s out of town. They’re all on a three-week Mediterranean cruise along with my father. Not back until the first of July.”


  I didn’t bother to add that I’d been reveling in a spell of peace and quiet without their daily badgering about my failure to measure up on so many fronts: quality of housekeeping, career path, marital status and driving skills being the main ones. Of course, I’d been dashing back and forth to Nepean to check on their houses every few days, but that was a small price to pay for peace and quiet.


  Her expression stayed positive, but I sensed a bit of strain at the corners of her lipsticky smile.


  “Yes, I know,” she said. “But…”


  “So whatever it is, I want you to know it wasn’t my idea.” I smiled grimly, expecting she’d take the hint.


  “That’s fine,” she said, sticking to her guns. “Doesn’t matter at all. There’s no finders’ fee for my services. I hear you’re interested in selling this house.”


  “Well, I guess I’ve been thinking about it. A bit. I haven’t really decided yet because…” I trailed off.


  Of course, I’d been thinking about selling the house. That was putting it mildly. I’d inherited the property, car and a pile of financial assets. The house was pretty and convenient, but I had good reasons to feel guilty living in it. The neighbours were less than lovable and Alvin’s decorating didn’t help. To add to it, the house had been fully furnished, and now my own belongings and whatever had survived from my office were squeezed in too.


  “Well, good, that’s why I’m here.”


  “Doesn’t work for me. I’m not ready yet. I have stacks of material from my previous office, and it’s taken quite a while to get that sorted out. In fact, I’m working on that this weekend.”


  She reached out and patted my shoulder, something I’ve never really tolerated well. I barely resisted the urge to swat her hand, partly because I’ve been working on being a nicer person, but mainly because I didn’t want a barrage of long-distance calls from my collective sisters admonishing me for my bad manners. Jacki Jewell must have read my mind because she withdrew her hand and kept it out of swatting distance.


  She didn’t lose her glow though, nor did her linen wilt. I had to hand it to her. “I can help with that. It’s a specialty really. You’ll be so glad when it’s over.”


  “Thanks for your interest, but as I just clearly said, I’m not ready yet and—”


  She opened her mouth.


  I held up my hand. “And I don’t do well under pressure.”


  Alvin’s voice piped up behind me, speaking directly to Jacki Jewell. “It’s so true. You’d want to watch out for that.”


  “Of course,” Jacki Jewell’s smile lit up again, “you won’t get any pressure from me. That’s why I have such satisfied clients.” I think she believed that.


  Alvin approached her, admiration on his face, his hand outstretched to shake hers. “Alvin Ferguson.”


  Gussie the dog took that opportunity to fart softly on the sofa.


  I said, “In the interests of saving time, let me state categorically that I’m not ready to sell the house.”


  Alvin piped up, “But Camilla, just the other day you said—”


  “Naturally,” Jacki Jewell said, “you have to act when you’re ready and not a moment before. If I could just look around a bit, that would help.”


  “Help what?”


  “Exactly. At some point you will want to sell, and I can give you a few tiny bits of advice that will make that process easier, even if,” she paused here for full effect, “you go with another broker.”


  And I will, I promised myself.


  “What kind of advice?” Alvin said.


  She turned her blinding smile on him. “Staging a home can make the difference between a quick sale and the price you want and a protracted and miserable selling period.”


  “Staging,” Alvin breathed. “I’ve heard about that. You mean someone would come in here and make things look like a model home? That would be great, wouldn’t it, Camilla? People do that for a living. I think I’d be good at that, myself. I’m an artist. I did these.” He pointed proudly to the nearest Tuscan murals.


  “Oh,” she said glancing around and losing a bit of her bright colour, “did you? My.”


  My, indeed.


  “Let me get you some lemonade, Ms Jewell,” Alvin said, fluttering from the room like a lovesick moth. “I’d like to hear more about this.”


  As he disappeared from view, she leaned toward me and said, “First, I’d recommend getting rid of the murals. Contemporary buyers want neutrals, harmony and simplicity.”


  “Do they? Well contemporary buyers are just going to have to suck it up if they want this house. The murals stay.”


  “Oh, certainly, just as long as you realize that it will limit the number of people who come through.”


  “It will limit it to none, because if you recall, less than a minute ago, I said that I was not ready to sell.”


  “Well, of course, you did. And I agree, but we’re just blue-sky thinking about the future. Anything I could do to help make the transition easier for you and...”


  “Alvin,” I said.


  Gussie yawned. The little calico cat got up and stretched.


  “Your dog is quite, um…”


  “Flatulent? Yes indeed, although I should point out that he’s not actually my dog although he is lying on my sofa. He belongs to Alvin’s brother, but for complicated reasons he’s been here for a while.”


  “He seems to get along with your cat,” she said, a tiny frown line appearing between her eyebrows.


  “Again, odd as it may seem, that is not my cat. She belongs to a friend, Mrs. Violet Parnell, who is actually in the Perley Rideau Hospital recovering from a broken hip.”


  “Do I hear tweeting?”


  “Lester and Pierre. Peach-faced lovebirds. Also visiting.”


  “That’s a relief. Pets make it much harder to sell a place. So if these cute creatures could move on, things would go much more smoothly.”


  Gussie had been in residence for more than four years, and Mrs. Parnell’s cat, for various reasons, had always more or less stayed at my place. The birds were just hanging around until Mrs. P. was discharged from hospital.


  “Move on? That won’t be happening.”


  “Well, fine, of course, it is your home. Keep in mind that a lot of buyers are afraid of dogs and others are allergic to cats. Birds make people nervous, but I’m sure we can work around that.”


  Was she deranged? “I don’t actually have to work around anything, because I’ve decided I’ll be happy in this house forever.”


  “Certainly, take your time and think it over. Do you mind if I look upstairs?”


  “Yes,” I said, “I do mind. I’m not selling this house, and you can tell my sisters that from me. Now I’m extremely busy today, and you’ll just have to excuse me.”


  “Absolutely,” she said, not moving.


  I opened the front door, letting in a blast of hot humid air. I smiled and said, “Goodbye, Ms Jewell.”


  To do her credit, she turned that right on its head. She glanced at her watch and raised her eyebrows. “I really have to go, but I’ll just leave this information package for you. I’m here to help. I can certainly facilitate your paper purge.”


  “You don’t seem to understand—my files are highly confidential.”


  “Confidentiality is one of our specialties. I’ll call you.”


  As she minced toward her black Mercedes SUV, I lifted my middle finger. “Call this,” I muttered.


  Alvin scowled at me. “She seemed very professional. Knows what she’s talking about. I bet she can sell anything.”


  “Well, she’s not selling this house, Alvin. And I think we’ve seen the last of her.”


  I took advantage of having the front door open to snatch the mail, which must have been still sitting there from the day before, the office assistant once again asleep at the wheel. The mail contained the usual slim bundle of pizza delivery ads, fitness centre come-ons and bills, which were no longer a big problem for me.


  This time there was also a single white unstamped, unaddressed number ten envelope. Sealed. I opened it.


  Alvin always hovers when I get the mail. He likes to be in charge of all that exiting stuff. “I must have forgotten to bring the mail in yesterday. I’ve been busy with my cooking project. There are thousands of recipes for oatcakes.” He frowned as I stared at the note.


  I lowered my voice. “It says Rollie Thorsten.”


  “I honestly thought it was your brother-in-law, Stan, sending those jokes.”


  It would be just like Stan to try to creep me out by sending unfunny yet unsettling jokes in plain envelopes. This was the man who’d inserted whoopee cushions, fake dog turds and ice cubes with insects into every MacPhee family gathering that I could remember. I thought back to the stick-on cigarette burns on my sister’s custom upholstery, the piles of plastic vomit under the coffee table. And those were just the highlights. This envelope business was all very Stanlike. But Stan was on the Mediterranean cruise with my sisters and the other two brothers-in-law and my father.


  Maybe he had an accomplice. But Stan was as cheap as he was cheerful. His money went on Buicks and joke novelties. I couldn’t see him paying anyone to do this. To the best of my knowledge, he had no cronies outside the family. My sister Edwina kept him on a short leash.


  “Trust me, Stan isn’t killing people, Alvin. He didn’t even stay mad at me when I wrecked his Buick. Remember?”


  “Who could be doing it?”


  “I don’t know, Alvin. Some pathetic soul with an axe to grind. I still don’t believe it really has anything to do with me.”


  “If you say so,” Alvin said.


  He likes to have the last word.


  
    * * *
  


  “How crazy is that?” I said to the light of my life, Ray Deveau, doing my best to fill up the thirteen hundred minute block of telephone time we manage to talk every month. It’s a necessary part of our long distance relationship. “Not that there’s anything funny about the joke business.”


  “Maybe, just a…”


  “Okay, but you live in Cape Breton. Here in Ottawa, we’re more serious. All that Parliamentary protocol and everything.”


  “Not while you have Alvin with you, you’re not serious.”


  “That’s true. Remind me to send him back to Sydney, and the Ferguson family dog too.”


  “Returning to the jokes,” Ray said quickly. “So you’re saying you got these same notes too, and Alvin threw them away?”


  “He showed them to me because they were lawyer jokes and he wanted to annoy me. But he didn’t say where they came from and he didn’t say anything at all about the names. I don’t think he noticed them. They just went straight into the recycle bin unless, of course, Gussie ate them. Alvin figured I wouldn’t be insulted by them, and that’s no fun, and he couldn’t figure out why anyone would send them, so, toss! No discussion.”


  “And Bobby did the same thing?”


  “Bunny. Well, no. He doesn’t get mail, I guess, just flyers, and he would look at anything with his name on it suspiciously. You know, the ‘how did someone find my address?’ kind of suspicion. He thought getting these things in a plain envelope was weird.”


  I couldn’t see Ray over the phone and he couldn’t see me. This was a good thing because it meant I could lie around in old T-shirts and baggy shorts and keep my hair pulled back in a shaggy ponytail. I didn’t have to have a pedicure every month, as my sisters advised. It was the one good thing about having a significant other one thousand, six hundred and forty-one kilometres away. He could imagine me any way he wanted and vice versa.


  Sometimes we were right about each other. At that exact moment, I knew he was scrunching up his face.


  “And this ‘Bunny’ doesn’t have them.”


  “His wife is crazy clean. They’re gone.”


  “You sure they’re gone? You should get the local boys to go over and search his house.”


  “Are you kidding? I can’t do that to Bunny. Okay, he’s been a burglar most of his adult life and probably when he was a child too, now that I think of it. But he can’t have the cops traipsing all over his house. What if they found something incriminating?”


  After a significant pause, Ray finally spoke again. “You know something? I have to put the cat out now. How about I bang my head on the sidewalk a few times while I’m outside?”


  “See that’s the problem, Ray. You’re a cop. It colours the way you look at the world. I’m a lawyer. Bunny was my legal aid client for years. I’m attached to him. I can’t traumatize him. Also, you don’t have a cat.”


  A strange noise drifted over the line.


  “Are you laughing? Ray? Cut that out. Oh, gotta go. It looks like Leonard Mombourquette’s calling on the other line. I’ve been leaving messages for him all night. It’ll be about the dead lawyer.”


  “Call me back right away. We have to work out the details about the girls.”


  “The girls?”


  “Brittany and Ashley. Don’t turn everything into a game, Camilla.”


  Details about the girls? The very mention of Ray’s teenage daughters was enough to make me edgy. Possibly because they both hate me.


  “Sure thing.” I didn’t want Mombourquette to hang up.


  “Don’t forget.”


  “Yup.”


  I picked up Mombourquette’s call. “What’s happening, Leonard?” I’d been trying to reach him at home and on his cell and later at my friend Elaine Ekstein’s place because he still hadn’t called me back.


  “If I tell you, will you stop calling?” he said. I thought I could hear Elaine squawking in the background.


  I said, “Any luck?”


  “It looks like your man Rollie was shot with a small calibre weapon. No ballistics results yet. This is not public knowledge, so if you tell anyone else, I’m coming after you.”


  “A small calibre weapon. Of course, that doesn’t mean much. I don’t actually know anybody with a gun.”


  “Oh, come on. You were a legal aid lawyer long enough. Everyone you dealt with had a gun. Hey, now your boyfriend even has one.”


  “Don’t creep me out. I have trouble with the cop thing. So was there anything else?”


  “It’s not enough that the guy was shot and tossed off a boat? You wanted him garroted too?”


  “Was he garroted?”


  “No. We actually don’t get a lot of garroting around here. But two out of three ain’t bad.”


  “Aren’t you playful tonight, Leonard? Was he bound?”


  “What, you think there’s a sexual component to this?”


  “Ew. With Rollie Thorsten? That just makes my skin crawl. So if he was found in the middle of the Rideau, he must have been taken there on a boat. I was just wondering who he might get close to who might have a boat and might also have a gun. My point is just that it would be easy to narrow that down. Guys with guns and boats.”


  “Try to be a bit more politically correct, Camilla. Maybe women with guns and boats. Now, you want to tell me how come you asked about the fact that he was shot?”


  “Do I have to?”


  “Let’s see. I’m Major Crimes, there’s a killing with information known only to the killer, the police and the staff at the morgue. Hmm. So, in short, yes, you have to tell me.”


  “Fine, but you won’t like it.”


  “Try me.”


  “I got a lawyer joke in the mail.”


  “Do I have to come over there and question you?”


  “It’s true. You know that old one, ‘How do you keep a lawyer from drowning? Shoot him before he hits the water.’”


  “You got this joke, and that caused you to think that someone might have shot Rollie Thorsten?”


  “I was hoping these jokes were irrelevant.”


  “These jokes?”


  “I’ve had a few of them. Anyway, it turns out the next day a name comes in an envelope. Alvin has been just throwing the names away or Gussie’s been eating them. He didn’t make the connection between the names and the jokes. But this is the third time it’s happened. After we get each joke, someone connected with the legal community dies.”


  “Huh? So somebody’s killing lawyers and sending jokes? Or sending jokes and then killing lawyers?”


  “Yeah. Don’t get upset.”


  “Are you kidding? I love the idea. Hey, listen to this, Elaine.” A squeal in the background drifted over the line. “Elaine does too.”


  The dial tone seemed to mock me as well.


  I could tell I’d have a bit of work convincing Mombourquette that, just this once, I wasn’t pulling his leg.


  
    * * *
  


  “Camilla?”


  “Oh sorry, Ray, I got distracted. I had to walk Gussie, and you know how he sniffs every tree. I meant to call you back and I would have.”


  “Yeah well, it’s one o’clock here now, and tomorrow’s a working day, so I thought I’d speed up the process.”


  I chose not to remind Ray that I’d been worrying about how to keep the cops from going through Bunny’s house once they found out he was involved, which they would. That would tick him off more. Of course, I knew that I couldn’t hold them off and that bothered me. Nearly a million people in the Ottawa area, and somehow someone had picked Bunny and me to share the sick joke with. And why was that anyway?


  “Camilla? Are you there?”


  “What? Sure I am. I was just waiting for you.”


  “Okay then, here goes. It’s about the girls.”


  “Oh, right,” I said with feigned enthusiasm. “Ashley and Brittany.”


  “Yes,” he said. Did I detect a little tone there?


  They were the second reason I liked talking on the phone with him, rather than living with him. We each had our baggage. My dead husband, Paul, and Ray’s memories of his late wife. In time we’d be able to have a great relationship. The presence of two teenage girls who viewed me as taking over their mother’s place currently presented a bit of a hurdle. Even if they were both attending university in Halifax, a five-hour drive from dear old Dad.


  “What about them?”


  “You know they’ve been keen on Dragon Boat races since we had those events here in Sydney the last couple of summers.”


  “Right, and that’s terrific. Happy to contribute,” I said. This was going to be easy. Sponsoring the little beasts while they rowed for a good cause. Why not?


  “You sound enthusiastic,” he said, that teasing note creeping into his voice. I loved that voice, made my knees weak.


  “I am,” I said, “in a weak-kneed way, I am.”


  “Well, that’s great. They’ll be arriving in Ottawa this week.”


  “Did you say Ottawa?”


  “I’m glad you’re not too weak-kneed to be listening.”


  “They’re coming to Ottawa?”


  “Quit teasing. You know how much I appreciate this.”


  “Remind me why again?”


  “The Ottawa Dragon Boat Race Festival is next week. I thought it had all been arranged, Camilla. We discussed it, and I talked to Alvin about it too the other day, and he said it was great. Don’t you remember?”


  In fact, I didn’t. “It’s just late, like you said, and I’m groggy. That’s terrific. The Dragon Boat Races are a lot of fun. Are you coming with the girls? Because that would be really excellent.”


  “I have a work commitment that I can’t get out of. Believe me, I’ve tried, but it’s a course, and I’m locked into it. No choice.”


  “Oh.”


  “I’ll be sorry to miss out on the race and, now that I think about it, I wouldn’t mind seeing you either.”


  I said, “It’s wonderful. They’re coming with a team, right?”


  Ray was quiet for a second. Words like wonderful do not come naturally to me, especially in connection to visitors, aside from Ray, himself. Maybe I had overdone it again.


  “Right,” he said at last. “But there’ll only be the two of them and they’ll be busy. They’re a real pair of water rats. They love this racing thing. And they don’t mind sharing a room. Think how much worse it could be.”


  Despite the time of night and my state of mind, I managed not to say that I couldn’t think of how it could be any worse.


  FOUR


  
    What is a lawyer’s ideal weight?

    -Five pounds, including the urn.

  


  Morning comes early in the middle of June. When the first light of dawn scratched at my eyeballs somewhere around four thirty, I sat up in bed and started making notes.


  48 By the time I climbed out of my bed, I had a plan. A long shower and my favourite green apple shampoo helped me to feel alive at least. I shook my hair dry and slipped into a pair of light cotton capris and a sleeveless top to set out with Gussie through the sleeping neighbourhood. I banged on Alvin’s closed bedroom door as we stumbled by. Spare him the sympathy. He had it coming.


  Twenty minutes later, Alvin gazed blearily at me across the kitchen. He squinted and turned back to sip his Cape Breton-style morning tea. “It’s too early for you to be so grouchy, Camilla. And it’s not fair of you to wake me up.”


  “Time to come clean, Alvin.”


  He glanced at me warily.


  I pulled up the second stainless steel and leather chair. “I had a long talk with Ray last night. By any chance is there some small detail you might have forgotten to mention?”


  Alvin had taken on the look of a mouse in his mousehole while the cat sat outside tapping its claws on the floor. In this relationship, I so rarely get to be the cat.


  “Like what?” he said, sipping the bracing black tea.


  We both knew perfectly well that there were many many things Alvin could have forgotten to mention out of self-preservation, playfulness, or other Alvinesque reasons.


  “Oh say, like Ashley and Brittany? Ray’s daughters.”


  “What about them?” he said.


  “Well, apparently they’re arriving this week for the Dragon Boat Races. And they are staying here, in this house. Sleeping arrangements have been all worked out. Isn’t that great? Everyone knows about it. Except me, of course.”


  Alvin swallowed. “Didn’t I talk to you about all that?”


  “I don’t think you did, Alvin.”


  “I meant to. I had a chat with Ray one night when he was looking for you. I don’t know where you could have been at the time.”


  “Walking the Ferguson family dog, I imagine. That is the extent of my social life lately.”


  “Whatever.”


  “And what all did you work out with Ray? Be precise.”


  “That they’d stay here, of course. What else would you plan to do with them? They’re practically family. That’s what I said to Ray. And he told me when they were coming and all that.”


  “That must have been when you filled me in on the details.”


  “Okay, okay. So I forgot. Lord thundering Jesus, Camilla, you always go on about everything. I have a whole lot on my mind lately. Now that you’ve shut down Justice for Victims, I have to find another job, and if you sell this house, I have to get another place to live. I’m working really hard to build my cooking skills and that’s taking a lot of time and psychic energy.”


  “Spare me, Alvin.”


  “Everything is not about you, Camilla,” he sniffed.


  I have learned not to be distracted into losing my temper.


  “But this is about me. Don’t you think I might want to know when they’re arriving, for instance?”


  “I suppose.”


  “So did you write down the arrangements?”


  “I knew I’d remember them.”


  “Fair enough. And do you remember them?”


  I tapped my fingers on the table during the longish pause.


  Eventually, Alvin said, “Not exactly.”


  “Oh, great. Well, they’re going to be here sometime, so you’d better figure out what needs to be done and how you’re going to do it. Consider it a matter of life and death. I’d like a plan after I get back from my first meeting.”


  Alvin said, “But you don’t have meetings any more.”


  
    * * *
  


  I met P. J. Lynch for breakfast at the Second Cup near the Courthouse. I was already waiting with an iced latte and a blueberry muffin when he blew in the open door. His carroty hair was a bit rumpled, as were his yellow T-shirt and his cargo shorts. Maybe he’d slept in that shirt. Or maybe not, as he cultivates a wrinkled style. Particularly on a Saturday.


  He stood in line until he snagged a double espresso and three chocolate biscotti.


  “Any word?” I asked when he sat down.


  “About what?” he said when he had inhaled his breakfast, setting some kind of chocolate biscotti eating record.


  P. J. was a reporter who put his nose for news above all else, including confidences from his friends. I definitely didn’t want to tell him about the lawyer joke that had preceded Rollie Thorsten’s demise or the note with Thorsten’s name on it.


  I said, “I don’t know. Anything.”


  “Could you be a bit more vague, please?”


  “Hey, you’re the reporter, P. J. You tell me.”


  “I gather you didn’t read my piece in the Citizen this morning.”


  “It’s early, P. J. And I didn’t get much sleep. Oh, come on, don’t get sulky. Do you want me to run to Mags and Fags and buy a Citizen? I’ll do it if that means I don’t have to look at your protruding lower lip.”


  “Funny. It was just about the weirdness of Rollie Thorsten dying right when Brugel’s trial is coming to an end.”


  I feigned a total lack of interest. “Oh yeah?” I yawned to further the point.


  “Am I boring you? I thought it was great human interest.”


  “Hmm. Did you hear anything about how Rollie managed to drown himself?”


  “No reports available yet, but there’s something funny going down. The cops aren’t saying diddly.”


  “Really? Didn’t you get anything out of Officer Wentzell?”


  P. J. shot me a dirty look. “Don’t mock me.”


  I said, “She just seems like such a nice girl. I don’t know why they wouldn’t release the cause of death. He was supposed to have drowned, but I heard a rumour that he was shot.” I didn’t let on that a joke was the source of the rumour and that Mombourquette had confirmed it.


  “I heard that too.” P. J. actually quivered. And he was lying. I can always tell.


  “Maybe the cops are being cautious about information so the relatives don’t get upset.”


  P. J. snorted. “Be serious. The path lab and the coroner might be discreet, but all the cops I know hated Rollie. They probably have a flock of plastic flamingos outside the station today.”


  I thought of Mombourquette and his visceral reaction to Brugel and his lawyer. “I suppose they all did hate him.”


  “Sure. He used to shred them on the witness stand. I know one guy had to take stress leave afterwards.”


  I shrugged. “They’re trained to cope with that kind of treatment on the stand. They just say what they observed. They’re not being accused of anything.”


  Unlike Laurie Roulay. She’d been accused of lying and of being in part responsible for the death of her daughter and that of the child’s father. Specious for sure, and the judge rapped Rollie’s knuckles for it, but the damage was done.


  P. J. said, “Rollie had special talent.”


  “So they all hated him.”


  He narrowed his eyes, watched me with more suspicion than usual. “Do you know something about his death?”


  “Me? What could I know?”


  “My spider senses are tingling.”


  “Really? Have you thought about getting a job in a comic book?”


  “Funny. But if you did know something, you’d tell me.


  Right?”


  “Sure. And you’d tell me too, right? You want another espresso?”


  “Nope. I’m heading out to dig up dirt. You better not be holding back, Tiger.”


  “Me? Dirt? I never touch the stuff. But I’d appreciate you keeping me in the loop.”


  He tilted his head. “Why’s that?”


  “Because I hated Rollie at least as much as any cop, and I’d salivate over the details.”


  
    * * *
  


  The second item on my plan was a trip to Rollie Thorsten’s office. The space was pretty much what you might expect: a straightforward legal office in a nicely converted old house on Somerset just west of O’Connor. It was a Saturday, but I figured the day after his death, someone might be there trying to figure what to do next. It was still before ten in the morning when I pushed the unlocked door open. The receptionist’s desk was empty. No big surprise.


  The furnishings were fairly new and typical, heavy on the sand and taupe. Good quality. The sense of dinginess and sleaze was all in my mind, I knew.


  I heard a small sound from around the corner, and I stepped further into the office. I knocked on a wall and said, “Hello.”


  Jamie Kilpatrick, the fresh-faced junior lawyer who had been in court when Rollie failed to show up, jumped. He followed that by dropping the sheaf of papers in his hand.


  “Let me help you with that,” I said pleasantly.


  I guess he wasn’t reassured by my presence because he was practically trembling. “No, just leave them. Who are you? How did you get in?”


  As this was not the time for sarcasm, I resisted. “The door was open. I was expecting a receptionist, actually.”


  “It’s Saturday.” What was that in his voice? Irritation? Or just plain fear?


  He couldn’t have been more than twenty-six, and if I read his body language correctly, he was a man who would leap backwards through the double-glazed window at the sound of a nearby hiccup.


  “My name is Camilla MacPhee,” I said, soothingly. “And I’d like to talk to you for a minute.”


  He said, “I’m not taking any new cases just now. And as you can see, I’m really quite busy.”


  “Won’t be more than a minute. First of all, my condolences on Rollie’s death.”


  “What? Oh. Yeah. Thanks. But really, I hardly knew him. I’d just joined the office last year and…”


  I smiled understandingly. “I understand. Not to trash the recently diseased, but I imagine you’d just discovered that Rollie was sleazy, difficult and inclined to take advantage of the staff.”


  He loosened his collar. “I wouldn’t exactly…”


  I added, “And now he’s dead.”


  He sat down and nodded. For a moment he seemed like a little boy, lost and most likely in big trouble over it.


  I said, “Murdered too, which just makes it even worse.”


  He glanced over at me. “What do you want?”


  “Just to talk. I’m trying to understand what’s going on. Did you see the lawyer joke that Rollie received before his death?”


  “What do you mean? A joke? Rollie’s death was horrible. Why are you talking about jokes?”


  “I heard a rumour that he got one in the mail and then got a piece of paper with his name on it on the day he died.”


  “Look, I don’t know what you want from me, but I don’t have time for this kind of sick nonsense.”


  “Fine, but then, of course, I’m also interested in why you backed out of the Brugel case.”


  He stared at me, took his time. “It was really in fairness to the client.”


  “It sure was. I’d say it was Christmas in June, with a hint of Easter Bunny for Brugel.”


  He flushed. I think they call that shade puce. He sputtered. “I don’t have enough experience to conduct this case. Rollie had all the background.”


  “Give me credit for a brain. First of all, Rollie was so lazy, he probably didn’t wipe his own butt. You were the one required to do all the digging. You did the work, and probably knew the case cold. So let’s not bullshit about that.”


  He straightened up and tried to save his dignity, although his lingering blush undercut that somewhat. “This is a private office. I believe I asked you to leave.”


  “Sure thing. But I imagine the court will find it interesting to learn that you’ve been threatened by Brugel and that’s why you’re backing out.”


  Amazingly, he went from puce to the colour of his dropped papers. I wouldn’t have been surprised to see him crumple onto the floor on top of them. But I had to give him credit for trying to brazen it out. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. No one’s threatened me, unless that’s what you’re trying to do.”


  “Nice save,” I said, with admiration.


  “As I said, no one’s threatened me.”


  “No one suggested that it might be better for your girlfriend if you backed out?”


  “I don’t have a girlfriend. There’s the door.”


  “Did your car have slashed tires?”


  “I bike to work. No money for a car yet.”


  “Fair enough. Getting strange phone calls? Breathing on the line, nothing else? Finding your door open when you left it locked? Things mixed up on your desk?”


  “Not that it’s any of your business, but no.”


  Liar liar pants on fire. “Really?”


  “I’m going to call the police now.”


  There are guys who can utter a threat and your life flashes before your eyes. Jamie Kilpatrick wasn’t one of them. He couldn’t have scared a toddler if he was dressed as the devil on Hallowe’en. I wondered how he’d ever make a go of it in criminal law. Not a good job for a guy who can’t bluff.


  “Go right ahead. I have lots of contacts there. They’ll be interested to know why the Brugel trial is delayed yet again. Some of those cops have a real hate on for Brugel. If they thought you had dropped the case in order to help him get a delay, they could start hassling you. Big time.”


  He shrugged. “Let them.”


  That told me something. Jamie Kilpatrick was not afraid of the cops hassling him about withdrawing. He wasn’t afraid of me, although lots of other people seemed to be. But he was afraid of something. What? Lloyd Brugel was on the top of my list of possibilities.


  “Okay,” I said, “did he kidnap your cat?”


  “What? Are you crazy? What cat?”


  “That’s probably a good thing with Brugel’s people threatening you. Your dog then?”


  “No dog. No pets. No threats.”


  “You need some new lines, Jamie. I understand the part where you’re afraid of something. And there’s some reason for it. You should really tell me, for your own good.”


  He leaned over and picked up the phone. He pressed nine. Then one.


  I raised my hands in submission. “Fine. Sorry I got you all steamed up.”


  He lowered the receiver, slowly, but didn’t hang up. I glanced at his shelf as I backed from the room. A framed photo of a graduation day. A solemn Jamie with a beaming couple who looked to be in their eighties. The photo had been taken in front of a small post-war bungalow. A vast spreading maple shadowed the tiny house. Parents? Not likely. Grandparents then. I stared at the photo, then met his eyes.


  I knew, and he knew I knew.


  “Elderly,” I said. “Vulnerable. Sitting ducks.”


  He whispered, “Get out.”


  I said, “I am not your enemy. Keep that in mind.”


  I left him alone.


  I knew that if his grandparents had been threatened, he would never reveal that. Knowing Brugel as I did, I would have kept my mouth shut too.


  
    * * *
  


  My day was evaporating between pouncing on people, checking out my sisters’ houses and watering their finicky houseplants, and phoning home to make sure Alvin was busy getting the boxes of office files out of the third bedroom to prepare it for Ashley and Brittany.


  But there was one thing that I really needed to do. I pulled up into the parking lot of the Rideau Perley Veteran’s Health Centre and walked across the lot to the building, past a group of residents in wheelchairs parked by the entrance, and through the automatic doors.


  The commissionaire nodded.


  “I’m visiting Mrs. Violet Parnell,” I said. “She’s in the convalescent unit.”


  The commissionaire at the desk said, “Oh yes. Violet. Along here. Then the first corridor on the left.”


  I knew the way, but I nodded my thanks. The corridor might have been ten miles long. Or it might have been that I was dragging my feet. Usually I am in a rush to see my friend, but usually I am not quite so worried about her. Of course, the Perley was spotless and pleasant, but there was no doubt in my mind that the people who came in here by and large weren’t getting out again. Mrs. Parnell had been betrayed by her hip after a tumble in the shower the week before. I couldn’t help worrying about my fearless old ally ending her days in a place with IVs and strangers in uniforms. It didn’t bear thinking about. Guilt and fear were duking it out for top emotion as I trudged along the hallway.


  Her door was open because you kiss privacy goodbye in a hospital. My heart constricted. I could almost hear it snap. The bed was made with military precision, but there was no sign of Mrs. P.


  I leaned on the wall in shock. I knew people often die after broken hips. Maybe some of them even want to. But for Mrs. P. to pass away without me and Alvin with her, that would be unbearable. I found it hard to breathe, and my hands were shaking as I turned to hunt for a nurse. I found one at the nursing station, concentrating on a clipboard. She was round-faced and pleasant and looked happy in her pink scrubs. “Violet?” she said.


  I nodded, mute for once, my heart thundering.


  “Oh sure. She’s down in the Pub. She said that the sun was over the yardarm, and one of the aides helped her into a wheelchair. I saw her fly by not long after. Are you all right? You’re awfully pale. We don’t need anyone bringing the flu in here, you know.”


  I grinned like a fool.


  Her smile vanished. “Nothing funny about that. There are a lot of fragile people in this wing.”


  “I’m not sick,” I said. “Just happy that Mrs. P. is all right.”


  She nodded and went back to her paperwork. I hightailed it down the hall. The song in my heart had spread to my feet.


  The Pub was on the first floor, near the main entrance. It smelled and looked pretty much like any other pub, which I thought was a good sign. Spilled beer is a great equalizer. Sounded like any other pub too, judging by the sports blaring from the large wall-mounted television and the laughter from the bar. I found Mrs. P. holding court. A pair of gents I took to be into their eighties were following her story intently. The story seemed to involve fighter planes, if her gestures were anything to go by.


  “Ms MacPhee!” she said. “How splendid to see you!”


  “You look great,” I said. “I thought…”


  “Old war horses,” she chuckled. “We just have to pick ourselves up and get on with the battle.”


  Her colleagues nodded. No arguments there.


  “And speaking of war horses, Ms MacPhee, have you had an occasion to meet the Colonel and the Major?”


  Both men got to their feet, somewhat unsteadily, but fast enough. The Colonel leaned on a walker. The Major got by with a cane.


  The Colonel nodded gravely. “Pleasure,” he said.


  The Major held out his hand. “Any friend of Violet’s a friend of mine.”


  Mrs. Parnell’s eyes were shining. It may have been the impact of the new friendships. May have been the Harvey’s Bristol Cream. Hard to say.


  “Get you another, Violet, while I’m up?” the Colonel said. “And how about you, young lady?”


  Mrs. P. said, “Wouldn’t say no.”


  “It’s a bit early for me,” I said.


  The Major shot the Colonel a glance. “On me, this time, I believe.”


  “You’ve had your turn,” the Colonel said, pulling rank.


  “That didn’t really count.”


  “Things are going well. Nice enough crowd around here. But I gather you have your share of troubles. A friend can tell.”


  I didn’t want to tell her how worried I’d been about her. “Got a little shock, I suppose. One of Brugel’s defence lawyers died yesterday.”


  She nodded. “Sorry to hear it. But you weren’t fond of this fellow.”


  “I hated him and so did everyone else, and the worst part is the trial will probably be delayed.”


  “Is that so bad? Isn’t that scoundrel locked up?”


  “He is. But it slows the legal process and it increases that chance that something could go wrong. And it looks like he was murdered.”


  “Sorry to hear it might delay the trial.”


  “Me too. But at any rate, I’m glad to see you today.”


  “Every cloud has its silver lining and all that, Ms Mac-Phee.”


  “Are you all right here?” I blurted out. “Are you missing your apartment?”


  “Not at all,” she said. “I know that Lester and Pierre are safe with you for the time being.”


  “Hmm.” Among the things I wasn’t planning to mention was the now familiar sight of the little calico cat, whose new hobby was regarding Lester and Pierre with unwavering interest.


  “The big obstacle is my music, of course. They won’t let you boom Shostakovich here.”


  “But you live for your music.”


  “Never mind. I was able to order this online and problem solved,” she said, pointing to a tiny iPod Shuffle on a string around her neck. “I’ve been able to download most of my standbys easily enough. Fortuituously, I’d already started the project before I took that tumble. I have a docking station with speakers, although I’ve been told to keep the noise down.”


  “Didn’t that cost you a fortune? You already own all this music.”


  “Easy enough to upload them to my computer and then on to the iPod.”


  I stared at the tiny device. Mrs. Parnell is an early-adopter. I am a late, and if I can manage it, a never-adopter. She’s always light years ahead of me on technology. I think it goes back to the days of her mysterious jobs in the federal public service. Whatever, this talent of hers has been extraordinarily helpful to me many times.


  “Converting the rest will keep me occupied and out of trouble for the next while.”


  “Can I do anything to help?”


  “Certainly. You can bring a batch of my CDs any time you get a chance to pick them up from my apartment. Young Ferguson brought a box the last time. You could take those back and bring replacements. That would be very handy. Would you mind?”


  “I’ll be glad to help.”


  The Colonel and the Major were now hobbling back. Each one had a Harvey’s in a free hand and an expression of fierce competition in his eyes.


  When they arrived and settled in, I asked, “What do you think of lawyer jokes?”


  “Damned funny,” said the Colonel.


  “Deserve everything they get. Bunch of crooks,” added the Major.


  Mrs. Parnell fixed them each with a withering glance. “Ms MacPhee is a lawyer. And she is definitely no joke.


  Why do you ask, Ms MacPhee?”


  “Someone is sending me jokes in the mail. Today, one of the lawyers on the trial I was attending died yesterday in the same way as the joke. It’s kind of creepy. I wondered how people felt about that sort of thing.”


  “Depends,” the Colonel said, “on whether you’ve ever been on the wrong side of a lawyer. Haven’t been myself, but I can imagine what it’s like. Had a few colleagues who found out the hard way, come divorce time.”


  “All you have to do is listen to the news,” the Major added, shaking his cane in my direction. “Makes you mad enough to horsewhip some of these people. They get away with everything. Subvert the course of justice if you ask me.”


  The Colonel nodded. “That trial we’ve been hearing so much about. Tell me we shouldn’t bring back hanging. And the fellow who defended him? Should be strung up too.”


  I said, “Well, he’s dead, if that’s any consolation.”


  The Major thought for a few seconds and said, “I think it might be.”


  “Cause for celebration if you ask me,” the Colonel added.


  Mrs. Parnell raised her glass. “I’ll drink to that. Sure you won’t join us, Ms MacPhee?”


  “Another time. I just dropped in to see how you were doing. I’m missing your company.”


  “I’m settling in well,” Mrs. P. said. “Plenty of esprit in this old corps, as you can observe.”


  “I’ll head back to your room and get the CD box. I’ll bring replacements as soon as I can.”


  “Pub hours are two to three, daily,” Mrs. Parnell said.


  “I’ll keep that in mind.”


  She’d already resumed her story before I reached the door. The Colonel and the Major went back to being riveted.


  FIVE


  
    Why did the lawyer cross the road?

    -To sue the chicken on the other side.

  


  Back at the ranch, Alvin was making progress. Most of the progress involved lugging banker’s boxes full of files from the third bedroom to the basement. The rest involved shredding documents. I smiled approval. “No need to waste money on the gym,” I said encouragingly.


  “Very funny,” he said, or something like it. His voice was kind of muffled.


  “Don’t let me disturb you. I’ll be making a list of the people who hated Rollie Thorsten. That’s work too, you know.”


  By the time Alvin got the last box down the two flights of stairs, I had twenty-eight names on the list. Mine was among them. Fair’s fair. So was Mombourquette’s. Others worked in the justice system in some capacity. Some of the people who would have had the best reasons to hate Thorsten were dead. People like Laurie Roulay. I put her name down anyway. To my knowledge, except for two children who survived her, she hadn’t had any relatives who cared much about her one way or the other. Certainly she’d had no one to turn to when Rollie Thorsten laid her soul bare in court. I’d looked after her funeral arrangements myself. I’d been happy for once to have had that pile of ill-gotten gains that weighs so heavily on me. The children had wept. Even the CAS workers had cried. Alvin had actually sobbed, although he’d only met Laurie once. I may have shed a tear myself, and I distinctly remember Mombourquette’s nose being pinker than usual. But that was it for Laurie, a girl with tattoos, a girl who had kicked crack cocaine to make a new life as a mother, a girl who had once lived on the streets, but who had the guts to testify against Brugel.


  Of course, Brugel was on a different list: that one contained people who might benefit from Rollie Thorsten’s bizarre lawyer-joke death, a list of one. I couldn’t really think of anyone else.


  “There have to be more,” I said pensively to Alvin as he staggered up from the basement.


  I thought he muttered something about trading places.


  I still wasn’t that happy with the one-name list by the time Alvin announced that the bedroom was empty of Justice for Victims crapola. His words. I headed up to check it out. Now that it was empty, I could see how it wouldn’t really do the trick. It had no bed for starters, also no dresser, although I supposed that visitors could store things in the desk drawers once Alvin emptied them. He didn’t react all that well to the suggestion, not that I cared.


  “Two words, Alvin: Free and Rent. And a few more words: for the past year and a half. So let’s take stock. Did you remember when they’re arriving exactly?”


  “I know it will come back to me.”


  “Let’s hope. And what will they sleep on when they get here? Of course, I could have been thinking about this all along if I had known they were—”


  “Who are you kidding?” Alvin said. “You wouldn’t have behaved any differently if you had known.”


  I hated to admit he had a point.


  He scrunched up his face. Sometimes that means he’s thinking. I hoped this wasn’t one of those times. “They have inflatable beds on sale at Canadian Tire this week,” he mused.


  Inflatable beds? I wondered what could go wrong with those. And also if that would be one more item for the girls to curl their lips at.


  “They’re really comfortable,” Alvin said. “Trust me. My sister Frances Ann got one for guests, and it’s great.”


  I didn’t really trust Alvin, but Frances Ann was very sensible. “Good. That’s one problem solved.”


  “Two,” Alvin said.


  “Two problems?”


  “Two beds. I don’t imagine they want to sleep together. Bad enough they’re stuck in one room.”


  “Of course, two beds.”


  “I’ll get two singles. And sheets,” Alvin said. “We’ll need two sets of sheets, pillows and extra towels and face cloths if they’re here for a while. We’re not really set up for guests.


  We might even need lightweight blankets.”


  “Blankets?” I said. “It’s a million degrees lately. We’re in the middle of a heat wave. Oh, never mind. Get whatever they’ll need.”


  “A mirror, I imagine, as well.”


  “There’s one in the bathroom.”


  “Not everyone’s like you, Camilla. Some people care what they look like. I think Ashley and Brittany definitely fall into that category.”


  “Fine. Just take care of it quickly.”


  “Bedspreads,” he said.


  “All right.”


  “Pillow shams too, I suppose.”


  I narrowed my eyes. Was he yanking my chain? No. He appeared to be completely serious.


  “I just wish I could paint the room,” he said, looking around. “It’s the one space I never got to decorate because all those boxes were blocking the walls. If you ask me, it’s a bit dreary.”


  Dreary was good, in my opinion. “Too bad there’s no time. You’ll be run off your feet getting all this stuff.”


  “It’s really beyond the call of duty, Camilla,” Alvin said. But I noticed his eyes were shining. A shopping spree was right up his alley. I could always distance myself from the results.


  “Do you need money?”


  He held his head high. “I have savings. I’ll pay whatever it is. You can reimburse me.”


  I was proud of myself for not mentioning that the only reason he had savings was because he hadn’t been paying rent. Of course, we both knew I’d never asked him to pay any rent, and he had in fact offered. We were both living free when you thought about it.


  Alvin left humming. “I need to get a bit more equipment for my cooking projects too. Just leave it all to me.”


  Well, I certainly intended to. I went back to staring at my sheet of paper. I had the feeling I was forgetting someone important.


  
    * * *
  


  “I have sources,” P. J. said, lowering his voice in case any of the Saturday evening crowd of noisy people in D’Arcy McGee’s pub might care what he had to say. Wishful thinking on his part. “This will blow the top of your head off.”


  I said, “Don’t dramatize. And at the same time, please resist the urge to bullshit. Just tell me what you learned about Rollie.”


  “You are no fun, Tiger. Do you realize that? I can’t believe we’re having breakfast and dinner together on the same day.”


  “I am even less than no fun.”


  P. J. lifted his Alexander Keith’s India Pale Ale and sipped, all the time looking at me so I’d know how unfun I was.


  I have never minded being a drag. I picked up my hamburger and dug in. First of all, you get hungry after a walk from the Glebe to Sparks Street. And secondly, you never want to let P. J. know you’re eager to hear what he’s holding back on. I finished a bite and carefully checked out the sweet potato fries to see which little beauty I might start with.


  The fry paused on the way to my mouth when P. J. remarked, “It wasn’t an easy way to go. Shot and then drowned.” I could sense his barely contained excitement.


  “Shot and drowned? No, I don’t imagine it was.”


  “My source said he was shot first.”


  “I had heard that he’d been shot and dropped in the water. I didn’t realize he really had drowned. My own source left that out.” This was a bit too close to that old joke for me. Damn Mombourquette for not mentioning it. Of course, he may not have known.


  P. J. said, “It gets worse. Turns out he was shot in the knees. It would have disabled him, but not killed him.”


  “In the knees?” What the hell? Mombourquette sure hadn’t mentioned that. I’d assumed Rollie had received the fatal shot in one of the usual places: head or heart. My dinner had lost its appeal. I pushed my plate away.


  P. J. had ordered the fish and chips, and apparently his appetite was unaffected by the details of Rollie Thorsten’s fate.


  After a while, I said, “Are you saying Rollie would have been conscious when he went into the water?”


  P. J. chewed slowly for a while before saying, “That’s what my source thinks. You know I can’t reveal my—”


  I snapped. “I’m not asking for the name of your sources, although anyone with half a brain could figure out it’s that girl in the path lab. The one who has the hots for you.”


  “Really? How did you…?”


  “Let me see. She works in the pathology department. She drools when she sees you. Tough one.”


  “Anyway, calling her ‘that girl’ isn’t too politically correct, Tiger. Especially from such a knee-jerk left winger as yourself.”


  “There’s nothing wrong with girls, P. J. Try to remember that for future reference. Now, just to finish up. Maybe Rollie was knocked out first and then shot and drowned.”


  P. J. shook his carrot top vigorously. “I think my source would have mentioned that.”


  I felt a buzzing around my ears. “So, then he knew what was going to happen to him.”


  “He must have.”


  “And he wouldn’t have been able to move his legs properly when he went into the water.”


  “Yeah.” P. J. actually put down his fork this time.


  I said, “Someone really wanted Rollie to go out the hard way.”


  “That’s it.”


  “They wanted him to know what would happen and probably why it was going to happen.”


  “Could have been up to three minutes, my source figured until he lost consciousness and drowned. That would be pretty rough.”


  “I can’t even imagine who would do that to another person. Even Rollie. He was just sleazy and opportunistic, not evil. I think that Brugel is behind this. He’s the only person I can think of who is capable of it. And he stood to gain from Rollie’s death.”


  “He’s locked up solid in the RDC.”


  “And you think he couldn’t make something like this happen?”


  “I hear you,” P. J. said, although I noticed he’d picked up his fork again.


  I didn’t.


  
    * * *
  


  When I arrived home, Alvin was in full swing, standing on a shiny new ladder in the third bedroom. Two boxes containing blow-up beds and several overstuffed plastic shopping bags were parked in the hallway. I managed to navigate my way into the room.


  “Oh,” I said. “I see you found time to paint after all. I thought we said that we weren’t—”


  “It needed brightening,” he said.


  “Well, it’s certainly bright now. You know, I never would have considered Chinese red myself.”


  He shrugged and wiped a bit of paint from his nose. “They are here for the dragon boat races, Camilla.”


  “Hard to argue with that,” I said.


  “Too bad it’s going to take four coats to cover this boring sand colour on the walls. I’ll be here all night.”


  “My sympathies,” I murmured as I shut the door.


  
    * * *
  


  I fell asleep mentally working my way through Rollie’s better-known cases and the people he’d come up against. My list was by the side of the bed in case more names came to mind. At three in the morning, my eyes popped open, something that happened all too often. Gussie grunted reproachfully and Mrs. Parnell’s cat stretched and turned her back to me to make a point. The point being that the night is for sleeping, not for gasping, twisting and sitting up in bed for the second night in a row. But sleep had been chased from my head by a face.


  Annalisa Fillmore’s face.


  Of course.


  It would be hard to imagine anyone who could have hated Rollie Thorsten more than Annalisa Fillmore. Why had it taken me so long to remember her? Annalisa’s black eyes had flashed in my dream, but even after I snapped awake, I could still see her. The lingering image was that of a tall, svelte figure in a Sunny Choi suit speaking passionately into a microphone and decrying the state of sentencing in Canada. My sister Edwina once mentioned that Annalisa Fillmore only wore Stuart Weitzman shoes which set her back three hundred dollars plus. Her handbags would be worth more than my last car. I remembered Annalisa’s face contorted with rage as she confronted Rollie on the courthouse steps. Rollie, dropping his customary unconcern for his fellow humans, had actually jumped back like a startled hamster. Some people had laughed at his panic. But I wondered at the time if Rollie hadn’t hurtled out of her reach, would Annalisa Fillmore have pushed him down the wide courthouse stairs?


  Even so, it was a serious mental leap from rage after a court case to shooting someone and pushing them from a boat into the middle of the Rideau to drown.


  At four, I was still awake.


  At five thirty, Gussie and I were back from our walk. I gave Alvin a break, but by six, I figured what the hell, P. J. might as well get up and confront the day too.


  “What time is it?”


  “Doesn’t matter. We need to talk about Annalisa Fillmore.”


  “Who the bleep is Annalisa Fillmore, and why can’t she wait until… My god, does my clock say six oh three?”


  “Try and follow the script, P. J. Annalisa Fillmore is the founder of Mothers for Fair Sentencing. You see her at conferences. You hear her issuing juicy sound bites on the news after trials.”


  “Okay. And I care about this at six oh three because?”


  “Because Annalisa Fillmore’s fifteen-year-old daughter was killed by her joyriding boyfriend. The boyfriend got off with a non-custodial sentence. Although I think maybe he had to write an essay on road safety too.”


  “Sheesh.”


  “Exactly. It was before they enacted the street racing laws. Annalisa must have had an impact on those too. She lobbied like a house on fire. The kid wouldn’t get away with it now, and trust me, he was a grubby little creep and as guilty as sin.”


  “Don’t the courts decide that?”


  “The court did decide that, but he didn’t have a record, his parents were every bit as wealthy, well-connected and respectable as Annalisa Fillmore herself, and the boy’s lawyer talked a good story. Brilliant even.”


  “Now it’s six oh four, and I’m thinking this interesting information could have waited until eight thirty, nine o’clock, no problem.”


  “So guess who the boyfriend’s lawyer was.”


  It sounded like P. J. was yawning. After a while, he said, “I can’t guess my own name at this time of day.”


  “Give it a shot.”


  “Oh. You mean—really?”


  “You got it. Our boy Rollie. She hated him. White-hot lava hated.”


  “I don’t know if lava is white, but allow me to remark that you hated him too. Everyone who knew him probably detested him.”


  “Oh sure, no argument here. I’m actually on my own list of suspects. But we both know that I didn’t kill him. I’m pretty sure you didn’t either, although you will do almost anything for an exclusive. But this woman’s emotions went way beyond our minor loathing. I worked with her from time to time on Justice for Victims matters, and she was deadly serious.”


  “You said you worked with her, so did you get along all right?”


  “I believe in the rights of the accused to a fair and unbiased trial, no matter what I think of that particular individual or the crime. That seemed to be an issue for her, and we had words more than once.”


  “You had words with someone, Tiger? That’s hard to believe.”


  “Hilarious, P. J. Did I mention she owned a boat? Some kind of yachtlike thing that you can actually sleep on. She was out on that boat the night her daughter died. I don’t think she’d have trouble getting her manicured mitts on a gun either. She’s loaded. Trust me. No one hated Rollie more than Annalisa did. I think she would have been capable of this. I think she would have thought it was funny. You awake now? Get cracking. You want that story? Let me tell you about a weird situation.”


  I got the impression P. J. wasn’t yawning as I filled him in on what I thought he should know about the lawyer jokes. He said, “Okay, this is all very strange and hard to follow at six in the morning, but last night you convinced me that it was Brugel. I spent quite a bit of time on that idea. How do I know this isn’t another of your tangents?”


  “Not a tangent, P. J. I liked the idea that Brugel might have done it to delay his trial. He’s vicious enough to have been amused by the jokes, but now I realize that Annalisa Fillmore is a much more likely suspect. So can you use the legendary sources to find out what she was doing the night that Rollie died?”


  “Why kill him? Why not the boy who caused her daughter’s death? You have to admit, it is a stretch.”


  “Gotcha. She didn’t have to kill him, although she probably would have loved to. You see, he killed himself.”


  “Suicide?”


  “Car crash. High speed chase with the police six months after his trial. I think Annalisa was enraged that he’d escaped her before she could personally do him some harm. I wondered at the time if that had sent her over the edge. So how about it, big boy? Got your interest yet?”


  “I’m on it, Tiger.”


  
    * * *
  


  Even though Jacki Jewell had left a chirpy telephone message indicating that she was planning to come by, I was still having a hell of a good day. By ten, I’d been through the remaining boxes of stuff that had come from Justice for Victims and had been occupying the corner of my own bedroom. I’d sifted out enough material for shredding to eliminate at least one filing cabinet. I was pretty sure that Annalisa Fillmore had bumped off Rollie Thorsten, and that would mean that I could stop being worried about this weird and wacky lawyer joke situation. I knew that P. J. would dig around until he got some answers. Just in case, I’d left a message for Leonard Mombourquette suggesting he might think about her as a perfect suspect. I may have been whistling. The doorbell rang and I hustled to answer it.


  Jacki was standing on the front steps. This time she was wearing a pale blue seersucker suit that was businesslike, but also flattering. Despite the heat and humidity, it was still fresh and unwrinkled. I am always suspicious of people who can pull that off.


  “May I come in?” she said, slipping past me before I could respond.


  I realized that I’d been blocking the door. Not that it did any good. “Are you alone?” she said.


  “Why?”


  “It’s just that your...young man seems to get a bit agitated when I suggest that the house would do better without all the…you know.”


  “What?” Of course, I knew perfectly well what. You don’t need to be a Nobel Prize candidate to figure out that Alvin’s decorating might be a hurdle for the discerning buyer.


  She smiled.


  I smiled back. Two can play that game. “He’s upstairs decorating. Why don’t you head on up and negotiate that with him?”


  I thought she paled, just slightly. “Decorating?”


  “Yes, we’re having a few teenaged visitors here for the next while. I’m not sure how long they’re staying, but they will certainly add life to this dreary old place.”


  She blinked.


  For a fleeting moment, I felt all warm and fuzzy toward Ashley and Brittany. It didn’t last long, but it was fun while it did.


  I hooked up Gussie to his leash and said, “I’m heading out now. Good luck.”


  
    * * *
  


  I was still a bit uncomfortable in my old apartment building. I kept expecting someone to call the police, even though we’d settled that awkward situation a while back. But I had my reasons, so I stomped down the hall to 1608. Under normal circumstances Shostakovich’s Symphony No. Six or something equally booming would be clearly audible in the hallway. But with Mrs. P. in the hospital, it was quiet. I unlocked the door and stepped inside. I felt a wave of sadness. Would Mrs. Parnell ever be coming back to this apartment where we’d had so many good times? And for how long if she did? What lay ahead for my brave and splendid friend?


  I shook myself and got down to replacing the first batch of CDs and picking up another boxful. It was a small errand and the least I could do for her. I tried not to mope about the empty black leather chair, the pristine modern room, the silent stereo system and the strange echo that the uninhabited apartment seemed to have developed. Still, moping wouldn’t do anyone any good. We’d had a lot of fun in this room. How many times had I stood in here and asked Mrs. Parnell for advice or help? She’d never refused me and she’d always made the difference. That reminded me to pick up her best laser printer and a ream of paper before I headed out to the Perley.


  Once I got there, I found Mrs. P. looking a bit frailer than the day before, perhaps because she was in the hospital bed and not surrounded by admirers.


  “Ms MacPhee, what a nice surprise. You brought the CDs. That’s splendid. I confess to being a bit bored. And boring.”


  “You’re never boring, Mrs. P.”


  “Not like the days when we had such great adventures. Now I have nothing but time on my hands. I suppose I’m just missing my routines, although young Ferguson popped by earlier and cheered me up. Said you have him decorating for visitors.”


  I decided not to get sidetracked by that. Mrs. P. is inclined to support Alvin unconditionally.


  “I need your computer-search expertise. Is there any chance you can give me a hand?”


  Her eyes lit up. “A project? I’d be delighted. Spill the beans.”


  “I didn’t like to talk about this in front of your friends yesterday, but there’s some weird stuff going on. There’s more than just that joke I mentioned. You remember Bunny Mayhew?”


  “Our dyslexic art-loving burglar? Who could forget him? A delightful lad.” She chortled merrily. I wished I could laugh half as heartily. I filled her in on Bunny’s visit and his theory about the jokes being tied to the deaths. “So there are three possible victims, if Bunny’s right, not that I’m convinced about two of them. There’s no question that Rollie Thorsten was murdered. However, a woman called Roxanne Terrio, a real estate lawyer, died in an apparent biking accident and a Federal Court judge called Cardarelle expired from anaphylactic shock, if I remember correctly. I’d like to see what you can turn up about these people and their deaths, before I put my foot in anything.”


  “Young Ferguson mentioned this bizarre phenomenon on his visit. He said that you had also been receiving these cryptic attempts at humour. And you say your burglar chappie has been as well.”


  “Yes. Bunny’s terrified. And while I remember the jokes and I did get Rollie’s name, I’m not a hundred per cent sure that I received the first two names. The evidence seems to have disappeared, possibly eaten by Gussie.”


  “Are you at all worried, Ms MacPhee?”


  “Rollie’s death is definitely linked to the joke we received the other day. I’m not sure about the other two possible victims although Bunny’s convinced. As we are both receiving these so-called jokes, it’s obvious we’re linked in the joker’s mind. I don’t know why. But this person must be unhinged, and given the horrible way Rollie died, I think we’d better find out soon.”


  “That is a concern. I am at your service, Ms MacPhee. Tell me how I can assist. I would welcome anything that would alleviate the tedium of the convalescent’s bed.”


  “I realize you’re supposed to rest up and recover from that hip fracture. But since you’re stuck here with the computer on, could you check out the names I mentioned, snoop around, find next of kin, any articles written, obits, that sort of thing? Watch for any of the same names cropping up in each of their cases. I’m particularly interested in any connection with a woman named Annalisa Fillmore.”


  “Ah. The redoubtable Ms Fillmore. A splendid figure, rather in the grand style of Joan of Arc. I’ve seen her interviewed on television on a number of occasions. She certainly can liven up any newscast.”


  “Joan of Arc? I guess. Hadn’t thought of her like that.”


  “Perhaps I am merely being fanciful.”


  “And the other one is Lloyd Brugel.”


  “This Brugel is a foul creature.”


  “Sure is, but he has quite an operation working for him. I’d rather our jokemaster turned out to be Brugel, but at the moment I’m pretty convinced it’s Annalisa.”


  “It would give me great pleasure to dig around and see what I can turn up for you. And it will make the time pass more quickly.”


  “I brought your printer. I wasn’t sure if you could have a printer here. But you have to promise that you won’t get too—”


  “Please don’t worry about me, Ms MacPhee. I’m an old war horse happy to be back in battle, or on parade perhaps. And speaking of old war horses, the sun’s over the yardarm. Would you like a Harvey’s Bristol Cream to celebrate?”


  “Bit early for me. I’m happy to take you down to the pub though.”


  “Strike while the iron is hot and all that. Mustn’t let this unsettle you, Ms MacPhee.”


  “It isn’t just the jokes unsettling me. I’m a bit distracted that Ray’s girls are going to spend an unspecified amount of time in Ottawa. In my house. Without Ray.”


  “Forgive me if I’m overstepping, Ms MacPhee, but didn’t you say you wanted to improve the relationship with those young women? Because of Sergeant Deveau?”


  “I may have said something along those lines, but I certainly didn’t think they’d come and stay with me. Remember the things they did to keep Ray and me apart?”


  She reached over and patted my shoulder. “Learn to pick your battles.”


  “I suppose you’re right. as usual.” I helped her into the wheelchair and we made very good time shooting through the hallways, into the elevator, then on to the pub where the Colonel and the Major awaited, eagerly.


  I left the Perley, secure in the knowledge that Mrs. Parnell would soon be busily uncovering whatever extra material she could about the possible victims and the two most likely suspects. Somehow, and I never liked to inquire too deeply, she can get beyond the more conventional searches and even circumvent the odd inconvenient legal restriction. I would be very surprised if she didn’t have her first results ready and printed shortly after the pub closed.


  SIX


  
    How many lawyers does it take to change a light bulb?

    -Depends. How many can you afford?

  


  I figured Jacki Jewell would be gone by the time I got back. I was right. There was no sign of her glossy black Mercedes SUV. However, I arrived home at the same moment as a Blueline cab pulled up in front of my house.


  There was a flurry of excitement, then two vaguely familiar faces appeared. Two slender, tanned and beautiful young women emerged from the cab, wearing airy floral sundresses and twinkly flipflops. They both had the kind of glossy long hair that appears in shampoo ads. The subtle highlights on the brunette’s hadn’t come cheap, I was guessing. The other girl’s formerly sandy shade had morphed to blonde. The blonde had hazel eyes. The brunette’s were wide and green. My jaw dropped in a clichéd fashion as it dawned on me that Ashley and Brittany had landed. How could two people have changed so much in a little over two years since I’d seen them? Where were the zits? The baseball caps and oversize shirts? The sneers?


  The cab driver walked around to the trunk and removed two huge bags with great effort. I stared. How could two people have so much luggage? Was there a collapsible dragon boat in among those giant duffel bags?


  I braced myself and stepped toward them.


  I dug up the best thing I could think of to say: “Welcome to Ottawa.”


  Okay, that was pretty hokey. Both girls stared back at me. The luggage continued to emerge from what must have been a bottomless trunk. The cab driver grunted and gave them each a dirty look.


  “Head on in, you two,” I said, “I’ll settle up with your cab. I wish I’d realized you were arriving this morning, I could have met you at the airport.”


  I noticed an exchange of glances. Perhaps I had been expected? Never mind, I was just hoping that in the next few minutes, I’d be able to recall which one was Ashley and which one was Brittany.


  I tipped the taxi driver extra. I could only imagine what he’d been through.


  “For heaven’s sake,” Alvin hissed from the kitchen, moments later.


  “No need to hiss,” I said.


  “There is,” he said sibilantly. “Why didn’t you tell me they were coming by cab? I could have had something ready for them. I could have made their lunch. You know I have this cooking project underway, and it would have been a perfect opportunity—”


  “That’s because I didn’t know they were arriving today, because nobody else, that would be you, remembered to pass on that particular detail.”


  “Oh sure, blame me for everything.”


  An attractive head popped around a corner. Ashley (or possibly Brittany) said, “Everything all right in here?”


  “Absolutely,” I beamed, carefully avoiding the use of first names. “I was just telling Alvin we should make some tea. He said he’d just love to make it, and he apologizes for not thinking of that himself. How about I show you your room? I think you’ll be amazed.”


  Ashley and Brittany loved the red room. “Perfect,” they squealed in unison.


  Alvin, who had been unable to resist checking their reaction, had followed them upstairs, and now stood blushing in the doorway.


  “Great,” I said, “toss your stuff in and then we can go downstairs and you can fill me in on the dragon boat races.”


  “I can make you some lunch. It doesn’t have to be just tea,” Alvin said


  “We’d love that,” one of them said, “but we have to meet up with our team. We lost a lot of time at the airport.”


  “Yes,” the other one said. “We still have some serious training to do. We have to practice on the site too, and our team captain managed to get ten practice times booked. We’ve all kicked in to pay for them. We want to do well in this. We have a ton of pledges.”


  The first one said, “Dad’s really proud of us, and he made sure a lot of people put their names down.”


  “I’ll make a pledge,” Alvin said. “Even Camilla might cough up a few dollars. Probably.”


  “Happy to,” I said, looking daggers at him.


  “Can we do it later? We have to get out there.”


  “I’ll take you,” Alvin said happily.


  
    * * *
  


  I was about to call Ray to tell him his girls had arrived when my cellphone trilled. I considered not answering, but I recognized the number.


  P. J. said, “Bad news.”


  “Spit it out.”


  “Annalisa Fillmore.”


  I hate that game of hide the information. “What about her?”


  “She didn’t kill Rollie.”


  “Well now, how do you know that, P. J.?”


  I could imagine that gotcha grin right over the phone. He crowed. “She has an alibi.”


  “Oh, pull the other one. How can she have an alibi? Do we even know when Rollie died?”


  “We do.”


  That was news to me. “Are you sure? I hadn’t heard anything on the news.”


  “No, it’s not public knowledge yet. But as you know, I’m special. So, when did he die, you ask? Well, he was last seen in Hy’s washing down his tenderloin with a bottle of Cab Merlot, so we know he was alive at nine the evening he died. Then he was spotted in the water just before eleven.”


  “I guess that kind of narrows it down.”


  “Anyway, the point is she has an alibi for that entire time.”


  “Big deal. Alibis are easy enough to fake.”


  “Not this time.”


  “Why? Did she have an audience with the Pope?”


  “Close.”


  “What do you mean, close? Don’t be ridiculous.”


  “Judge for yourself. Our Annalisa was at a fundraising dinner with a member of the federal cabinet, and not one but two provincial cabinet ministers. Oh and have I mentioned the chief of police?”


  “You’re kidding.”


  “Nope. Plenty of media too. And the people at her table say she never left, including our most famous national news anchor.”


  “Who asked them?”


  “I did.”


  “Maybe they’d just all say that because they don’t want to be the one who…” My voice trailed off because I could hear how silly this sounded.


  “No one is lying. Anyway, the whole thing was taped by community television and parts of it by one of the major networks. All to say, she could not have slipped out from this event to murder Rollie Thorsten. Even assuming she was capable of shooting him in the legs and tipping him into the water, she didn’t have the opportunity.”


  “But…”


  “Whatever else she may have done and no matter how much she might have wanted to kill him, I am afraid she didn’t do it. Must have been one of the thousands of other likely candidates, such as yourself.”


  I could feel myself glowering.


  “Don’t pout,” he said, even though he couldn’t see me. “There’s still Brugel.”


  
    * * *
  


  When I got off the phone, I learned I’d missed a message from Mrs. Parnell. She had some information for me and wanted to share it. Apparently she’d already had some success. No way was I pouting when I beavered in from the parking lot at the Perley and along to her room.


  She looked up and grinned when I appeared in the door. “I hear young Ferguson is quite keen on your visitors.”


  “For me, they might as well be from another planet. He does appear to speak their language. Anyway, they mentioned that they’ll be training a lot because they really want to do well in this race to raise the profile of their charity.”


  “Splendid,” Mrs. Parnell said, nodding in approval. “I certainly would like to be able to observe this race. Bit hard stuck in here though. Never mind. Young Ferguson suggested I make a pledge, and I was able to do that. Now, have a seat, Ms MacPhee, and see what I’ve turned up. Quite a bit on this Brugel character, but nothing that seems to shed light on this situation. There’s some on your Roxanne Terrio. And some articles on the accident. Letters to the editor about bicycle safety and the perfidy of automobile drivers.”


  “She wasn’t my Roxanne Terrio, but thanks so much Mrs. P. Boy, that is a lot of stuff.”


  Mrs. P. smiled her satisfaction. “Let’s start with the obituary.”

  



  Terrio, Roxanne Gaylene.


  October 24, 1965 – April 2, 2009


  Tragically in a bicycle accident on April 2nd in Gatineau, Quebec. Roxanne was predeceased by her parents André and Mary Ann. She was a resident of Ottawa and a graduate of University of Ottawa School of Law. She leaves behind to mourn her beloved chihuahua, Moxi, and her colleagues at Terrio and Fox, Real Estate Law.


  A memorial service will be held at a later date. Donations to Canadian Chihuahua Rescue would be appreciated.

  



  “A sad life, it seems,” Mrs. Parnell said. “Many of us have no family, but not to leave behind a single friend. How tragic that seems. I don’t know where I would be without you and young Ferguson.”


  “And we’d be lost without you. You’re still making new friends, but Roxanne seems to have had no one. There’s just the chihuahua, not that there’s anything wrong with that, I suppose. I wonder who wrote the obit. It seems like they didn’t know her well.” Someone from work maybe? “You said you found more information?”


  “I did find a few items online, but nothing interesting. I’ve printed out what I did locate. There’s a stack of information there, but I doubt if you will find much useful in it. Ms Terrio seems to have led a quiet and uneventful life. She’s been in real estate law for a long time.”


  “Well, you know, that just makes me wonder all the more why her name would be connected with a lousy joke.”


  “Indeed.”


  “Worth a bit more digging, Mrs. P?”


  “There’s nothing I like better than digging.”


  
    * * *
  


  I raced home in time to beat yet another visit from Jacki Jewell, the woman who could not take no for an answer. I was debating whether to let her in or sic the cops on her. As it was, she just wanted to check out the basement and the backyard again. She had a client that she thought could “overlook” some of the issues in the house.


  I didn’t even know what that meant, although I held Alvin responsible. First Jacki snooped through the basement, complaining loudly about the boxes. Next she did something mysterious with a measuring tape in the backyard, flinching and turning pale at the sight of Alvin’s cherished frescoes.


  I made myself comfortable in the kitchen and went over the rest of the papers that Mrs. Parnell had printed out for me. The most interesting by far was Judge Robert Cardarelle. I paid close attention to his obit.

  



  Cardarelle, Robert Clément 1943-2009


  Robert Clément Cardarelle LLB, retired Federal Court of Canada judge, died suddenly on Saturday, May 23, 2009 of anaphylactic shock. He was born in Hull, Québec and was predeceased by his mother, Marie (Lamoreux) and his father, Aurèle, and son, Alain. Judge Cardarelle is survived by his wife France (Tardiff), and brothers Simon and Rhéal of Gatineau. He was a graduate of University of Ottawa School of Law. There will be no visitation and the funeral will be private at the request of the family. In lieu of flowers, donations to the Jonas Smythe Treatment Centre would be appreciated.

  



  I read it twice. I’d known Judge Cardarelle in my early days practicing law. I remembered him as a remote, unsmiling and difficult man. Some of my classmates had been scared to death of him. Still he’d made a name for himself in the Federal Court. He was perfectly cut out to deal with cases involving federal law: immigration, income tax and maritime law. Except for immigration, his job didn’t involve much messy human drama. He wasn’t one to mix socially. A good friend of my sister Edwina’s lived next door to him in Rockcliffe Park. Coco Bentley had once confirmed my opinion by mentioning he wasn’t much of a neighbour. I seemed to remember her calling him a titanic tightwad. He must have turned her down for a fundraiser or something. Still, I was astounded to see this larger-than-life man reduced to a crisp and cold paragraph. And private funeral? Not giving any previously wounded colleagues a chance to gloat at his grave? That might explain it.


  I looked up as Jacki buzzed through the back door and into the kitchen, her stilettos tapping on the ceramic floor. “That’s good,” she said. “I think the backyard might suit my client quite well. We can paint over that fresco. As for the inside, we’re lucky he’s colour blind.”


  I suppose I was staring at her, slack-jawed, because she went on. “So it won’t be necessary to cover up the you know.”


  She must have meant the murals. I noticed that the closer she got, the more attached to Alvin’s wall paintings I became. I owed him that much. I made a decision. Maybe I couldn’t fire her without provoking World War III with my sisters, but I bet I could make her quit.


  She frowned at the pile of papers on the smart little kitchen table. “Of course, there must be no clutter of paper anywhere.”


  I yawned.


  She stared at me. I realized she might not have seen Alvin’s handiwork upstairs yet, despite my helpful suggestion earlier. “Have a look at the guest room,” I said with a straight face. “I think I mentioned that Alvin’s freshened it up a bit.”


  I smiled at the clack of heels on the staircase. Perhaps I imagined the little squeak. I counted to ten and listened to the heels on the stairs again. I raised my eyebrows in a helpful way as she minced into the kitchen.


  “Great colour, isn’t it?”


  “No, it is not. Red is a big big no-no. Maybe in a formal dining room, but really not even then if you want to sell the house. People polarize around red. We need neutrals. Neutrals!” She yelled this rather like a fireman bellowing for the pumper truck.


  “I’ve heard that red is a neutral.”


  “Red. Is. Not. A. Neutral.”


  I shrugged. “Guess I was wrong.”


  “And aside from the colour, what is going on in that room?”


  “In what sense?” I said, radiating innocence.


  “In the sense of big duffle bags and underwear and make-up. It looks like an explosion.”


  “Oh, right. That would be Ashley and Brittany. They’re visiting. Didn’t I mention that?”


  “You’ll have to tell them to keep things neat.”


  “Um, that won’t be happening.”


  I thought her hair stood on end. “What? I can’t show a house in this shape.”


  “I hear you. But I am going to bend over backwards to make these girls feel at home and welcome.”


  Her lip seemed to quiver. As I watched with interest, it hardened up again. “Well,” she said, “I don’t know if it’s worth my effort to drag anyone in to see this place in its current condition.”


  “Of course. It’s perfectly understandable if you choose not to represent this house.”


  
    * * *
  


  It had to be done, as much as I hated it. Just after dinner, I slipped into the kind of outfit in the no man’s land between what my sisters wouldn’t be horrified by and what they would approve of. My lightweight black cotton dress had a bit of stretch, a short-sleeved top and a flared skirt. I squeezed my feet into a pair of cork-soled high-heeled sandals that were neither too sexy nor too comfortable. I knew I’d regret that, but the situation called for them. I transferred everything from my regular Roots shoulder bag to the vast glossy yellow oversize handbag my sister Alexa had given me for my birthday. I drew the line at jewellery.


  I headed for Rockcliffe Park and the perfectly manicured lawns, circuitous streets, spacious homes full of diplomats, mandarins, technology wunderkinds, and business people, old money and new. Luckily, through the Coco Bentley connection, I knew exactly where Judge Cardarelle had lived out his days. I found the woman I assumed was Mrs. Cardarelle cutting peonies in the garden. She was humming happily and didn’t notice as I arrived. She gasped in surprise as I said hello. Her lustrous silver bob swung in a flattering arc as she turned her head. I smiled and held out my hand.


  She shook it uncertainly. I put her at about sixty-five, with the fine lines that go with it. But her skin was soft with a pale glow, and she had the most perfect bone structure I’d ever seen. She was also tall, fluid and elegant, in tan linen pants and a black linen top. I figured her clothes had come from Holt Renfrew, rather than a certain discount outlet like mine. Not that I care a fig about bone structure or where your clothes come from, despite my sisters’ propaganda wars.


  On the other hand, Judge Robert Cardarelle had resembled a bad-tempered basset hound more than the kind of man I’d expect to be her husband. Of course, he hadn’t been as likable as any basset I’d ever met.


  I had already worked up a discreet yet sympathetic smile. “Hello, my name is Camilla MacPhee.”


  Up close, Madame Cardarelle was beautiful, a Spanish Queen perhaps, with a bit of Nordic ice showing in the pale skin and the cool, distant gaze. She tilted her head very slightly.


  I felt compelled to add, “I’m a lawyer. I only just found out about your husband’s death and I wanted to express my condolences. Your husband was very kind to me.”


  “Kind?” she said.


  “Yes. Very kind.”


  “Robert?”


  “Judge Cardarelle.”


  “Kind in what way?”


  Somehow this wasn’t the reaction I expected. “Well, when I was in practice, I had occasion to meet with him to get some information, and I found it most helpful.”


  Mild interest flickered across her face. “Robert met with you?”


  Keep it simple, I always told my legal aid clients, back when I had them. No long stories, no extraneous details, no chances to trip over your own whoppers.


  “Oh, no,” I said, trying a disarming smile. “I was very new at the law then. I never would have had the nerve to ask for an appointment. I just needed a bit of information.”


  She watched me carefully. I felt like a mouse in a bucket. “Robert gave you information?”


  “Yes. Yes, he did. I just stopped him outside the courthouse years ago. I knew who he was. He just tossed off a bit of information casually, but it was what I needed and it helped me.”


  “That is truly surprising.”


  I used the all-purpose line people rely on when they hit a conversational snag after a death. “I am very sorry for your loss.”


  She glanced around as if she’d just heard a bit of unexpected but not unpleasant news. Why had I thought it would be a good idea to meet Madame Cardarelle?


  “It’s a very difficult time.” I felt that comment was safe enough.


  Madame Cardarelle said, “I suppose it is.”


  I blundered on, “I lost my husband ten years ago.”


  “An accident?”


  “Drunk driver.”


  She nodded. “Robert hated drunk drivers.”


  “Did he?”


  “He didn’t have much use for other lawyers either. Especially women.”


  By now I knew that I wouldn’t be having a cozy chat with Madame France Cardarelle that would reveal the arrival of a lawyer joke one day and the judge’s name on a piece of paper the next. I said, “I just wanted to pay my respects.”


  “You were very young to be a widow.”


  “Yes, I had just turned thirty. I had a hard time getting over it.”


  An odd expression crossed her face. “Did you?”


  “Yes, but eventually I had to get on with my life. Paul, my husband, left me with some lovely memories.”


  She furrowed the perfect brow. She leaned forward and clipped a low-flying peony, without acknowledging what I had said. She bent down and wrapped the stem in what looked like a damp paper towel. She echoed my words with a bit of puzzlement. “Lovely memories.”


  Somehow I suspected she didn’t have her own.


  I said before backing away. “Again, my condolences. I am sorry to have intruded.”


  “Thank you,” she said, without a trace of emotion.


  I slipped back into my car and took stock. Whatever Madame Cardarelle’s emotional state, grief formed no part of it. Now that piqued my curiosity.


  I got into the Acura and edged the car along until the Cardarelle residence was out of sight. I was grateful for the vast size of the properties on this street as I turned into the next driveway and scurried up to the door. Coco Bentley opened it with one of her usual dramatic gestures. I almost fell off the gracious front step when she screamed, “Camilla!”


  “Yes,” I said, quietly. I was hoping that Madame Cardarelle hadn’t heard, even from half a block away.


  “What are you doing here? Come in and have a drink!” Coco is like all my sisters’ friends, affluent, with a house that could grace the cover of Traditional Home. Unlike my sisters’ monuments to obsessive-compulsive disorder, Coco’s surfaces are always covered with books, magazines, newspapers, old birthday cards and other lovely debris. The walls are decorated with finds from her many postings with Foreign Affairs and huge outrageous paintings by apparently drunken artists. Coco is tiny, with café-au-lait skin and a wicked glint in her huge dark eyes. She’s in her mid-fifties, like my sisters, but she could pass for thirties. I think she must be missing the matronly gene. I should mention that she is also far more fun than all my sisters put together. By now I was sorry I hadn’t stopped here first.


  I followed her past the cluttered formal living room to a cozy garden room in the back of the house. “Name your poison,” she said cheerfully.


  “Just soda for me, please.”


  “Oh, don’t be so tight-assed. I finally get a visit from you, and you won’t even have a glass of wine. I will not accept it. Will not!”


  I agreed to a small glass of red. I sank into a battered leather club chair, which felt quite heavenly, and accepted a red wine goblet filled to the brim. “I was just offering condolences to Madame Cardarelle, and I realized you lived next door.” Close enough to the truth. I did have to admit that I sounded as stilted as a stuffed bird.


  “Now I’ll have to have a double,” Coco said, swinging a bottle of something, “because that’s just too weird for words. I hope you don’t think for one minute that I believe you, Camilla.”


  “Why not? What’s wrong with condolences? Madame Cardarelle seems lovely.”


  Coco took a sip of her whatever it was, and took a seat in the opposite club chair. She crossed her legs, elegantly. “In an icy, repressed way, I suppose. But he was a gold-plated bastard. Don’t bother to deny it.”


  I didn’t plan to deny it. “No kidding. What’s the story?”


  “Did she seem broken up about it?” Coco arched an eyebrow and giggled.


  “Not in the least. No emotion whatsoever.”


  She said, “And you think she killed him?”


  A splot of wine slopped from my glass as she asked that. I snatched a tissue to wipe it up. “What makes you say that?”


  She shrugged. “Because you were there. And I know you like to meddle in murder. Every time I open the paper, there you are up to your armpits in one.”


  “I do not like to meddle in murder.”


  She shrugged. “Suit yourself.”


  “Fine. Do you think she might have killed him?”


  “I certainly would have bumped off the old bastard. Well, I probably would have divorced him long before I felt like murdering him. And I like to think I wouldn’t have married someone like him in the first place.” She shivered. “Those jowls.”


  “But she didn’t divorce him.”


  “No.”


  “And he treated her badly?”


  “I don’t mean he beat her or anything. But he was a vile man, cold, manipulative, and I am absolutely certain she never had a happy day in her married life.”


  “I got that sense too, when she spoke, although she didn’t put it into words. So you’re insinuating she’d have reason to kill him. Do you think she polished him off?”


  She said, “That’s just wishful thinking on my part.”


  “Stop teasing me, Coco. Why not?”


  “For one thing, she was in hospital having a hysterectomy. She was still in the recovery room when he died.”


  “That must be why there was no funeral or visitation,” I said.


  “It certainly allowed her an out. She wouldn’t have had to pretend in front of his colleagues, who were probably glad he died too. I mean he wasn’t like any other judge I ever met. Then there was his family. I don’t think she got along with them.”


  “I read that he died of anaphylactic shock.”


  “Nuts. A long time allergy. He always carried an epi-pen.”


  “Let’s just speculate. Do you think she could have arranged to leave the nuts at home before she went into the hospital? Maybe hid his epi-pen?” Of course, I wasn’t sure how a joke would fit into this scenario.


  “It didn’t happen at home, though. He had gone out for a walk. I saw him leave at least forty-five minutes before they told me he died. He couldn’t have eaten any nuts at that point, because he was fine. Not that he spoke to me or even acknowledged my presence.”


  “Did he forget his pen?”


  “I heard that it was found by his hand and that it was working. A fluke, everyone said. I was just kidding about murder. If it was anyone else, I’d have thought what a terrible tragedy. But the world is better off without this man. Don’t quote me.”


  “This is very nice wine.” A non-sequitur for sure, but I wanted to get my head around this information.


  “Well, it should be a nice wine,” Coco said, without bothering to explain. “You still haven’t told me why you’re here.”


  I thought for a minute. Coco liked to talk and I didn’t want this story spread all over town, at least until I understood it. Finally, I said, “Can you keep a secret?”


  “No, not at all. That’s why I had a career in the foreign service.”


  “All right, all right, it sounds like a dumb question.” I filled her in on the jokes and the deaths that seemed to be connected, ending up with Judge Cardarelle’s name.


  She uncrossed her legs and sat forward, staring me right in the eyes. “I see why you wanted to talk to her.”


  “I thought I could develop a rapport and then sniff out if he’d received any jokes. Then maybe try to learn if there were people who hated him.”


  “Of course there were,” Coco chuckled. “I hated him, and I hardly knew him. France definitely hated him.”


  “I’m wondering if he had any connection to Lloyd Brugel.”


  “The nasty creature who’s on trial now?”


  “The same.”


  Coco may be small and cute and sexy and glamorous, but she’s also sharp. “So you think this Brugel is behind it?”


  “There has to be a connection. He’s a likely one. Heartless enough to play such a game. I hope it’s him. And if it is, he may get away with it too. Who knows how many other people might get a joke.”


  “What do the police say?”


  “The one I talked to from Major Crimes was delighted by the idea. I’m just trying to scrape together enough to get them to take it seriously.”


  She smiled at me. “I can call the chief if you like. I find him quite attractive, although awfully tall.”


  “What I’d appreciate even more is if you can find out if the Cardarelles received any jokes. Madame wouldn’t have been around on that last day. I am sure that she would have been stunned when she got back home after major surgery, having lost her husband and all, but maybe she would have noticed a joke.”


  “I’m on the case,” Coco said. “I feel guilty about not offering to do anything for France. I think I’ll invite her for dinner tomorrow. Impromptu.”


  “Good neighbour,” I said.


  “Bad neighbour. Much too nosy.” Coco raised her glass and twinkled.


  SEVEN


  
    How can you tell when a lawyer is lying?

    -Her lips are moving.

  


  It was just past ten when I snuggled into bed with Gussie and the cat and made my nightly call to Ray. The air had cooled enough to leave the windows open and the air conditioner off. Somehow that seemed like a luxury.


  “I see you left several voice mails and also phoned a few more times without leaving any messages,” I said.


  “Just wanting to know how everything is going.”


  “Great,” I said. “Just great.”


  “And the girls?”


  “They got here in one piece. Well, two pieces, not including luggage.”


  “They’re settled in?”


  “For sure. They’ve been training all day and…” I realized I was light on Ashley and Brittany details. In fact, I had no idea if they were even back in the house. I heaved myself out of bed and padded along the hallway to the guest room, leaving a disgruntled dog and cat behind. In the guest quarters, clothing lay jumbled around on one side of the room and folded neatly on the other. I wondered which of the girls was like me and which was like my neat freak sisters. But it didn’t matter because they weren’t there.


  “Can I talk to them?” Ray said.


  “Ah, well, you could, but they’re not back yet.”


  “Not back from where?”


  “Training, I imagine.”


  “In the dark? Are you pulling my leg?”


  “It hasn’t been dark long, Ray. I imagine they’re hanging around with the team after—” I wasn’t really sure after what, but stopped myself in time.


  “After what?”


  “Are you fully present in this conversation, Ray?” Sometimes the best defence is a good offence.


  “Nice play, Shakespeare. I know when you’re stalling me.”


  “Fine. I don’t know where they are. They’re grown women. Aren’t they both going to university in Halifax? Were you expecting me to shadow them?” I thumped back to bed and disturbed the menagerie once again.


  “Just try to show a bit of interest. It’s not just a matter of keeping them well-fed and giving them a place to sleep, you know.”


  Well-fed? That hadn’t crossed my mind, although Alvin had cottoned on. It sounded like it was something that Ray took for granted. I was new to this whole in loco parentis gig, and there was more to it than I’d imagined. “I hear a note of exasperation in your voice, Ray. I find it very sexy. Don’t snort. The thing is, the girls seem amazingly in charge and independent. And this is Ottawa, after all, not the fleshpots of—”


  “Okay, you’ve made your point. They’re my girls. I guess I want you to care about them too. I know we’ve had a lot of issues with them, but they’re past that now. They’ve turned into…” His voice trailed off.


  “Women. I hardly recognized them. All those muscles. And very expensive hair. Gorgeous highlights. But you know me, Ray. I have to ease into the situation.”


  “I do know you. And I guess it’s too late to back out now.”


  “Very funny. No one’s holding you captive.” As the romantic moment seemed to have fizzled out, I decided I might as well bring up the subject of the jokes and get some advice from my favourite police officer. “Listen, I need to talk to you about—”


  “The girls?”


  “No. Nothing to do with the girls.”


  A long peal of laughter from the backyard made me sit up. I dislodged Gussie and the little cat yet again, hustled over to the window and peered out.


  “Hang on, they’re outside with Alvin, laughing their heads off. I imagine the neighbours will call in the police shortly, but in the meantime, before the bylaw officer shows up, I’ll take my phone out to them.”


  So much for joke talk. I picked up the kitchen receiver on the way out so they could have equal access. After doing my bit for family solidarity, I stomped back to bed, nudging the zoo out of the way. I’d have to discuss the latest on this joke situation with Ray some other time.


  
    * * *
  


  In the morning, I noticed the message light on the phone base was flashing. Since I hadn’t heard the phone ring, I concluded the call must have come in while Ray was talking to the girls. and they’d just let it go to message. That might also explain why I couldn’t find the receivers for the phones. Both turned up outside on lawn chairs. Must be great to be young, I thought grumpily.


  Coco Bentley sounded pleased with herself in her message. “I had an interesting talk about you with France Cardarelle. Didn’t even have to have dinner,” she said. “Call me when you get a chance. No rush. And in the meantime, don’t be too surprised if you get a visit from her.”


  Of course there was no answer when I called her back. I figured we’d have an irritating game of telephone tag for the rest of the day. In the meantime, I had something to discuss with Alvin before I walked Gussie. The dog was as flatulent as ever. Even Mrs. Parnell’s little cat had swished out of the room in the middle of the night, and Lester and Pierre looked like they were about to pitch off their perches.


  Alvin did not respond well to my inquiry about feeding the girls.


  “Of course I got food in for the girls,” he snapped. “They’re athletes in training. What do you think? I’m going to let them starve? Just because you’re happy to eat all your meals in restaurants and never let a vitamin cross your lips doesn’t mean that other people are. They’ll be well looked after as long as Alvin Ferguson is around. You can pick up the costs.”


  “Put it up against my tab for taking care of your dog for more than four years. And walking him. Which reminds me, what have you been feeding him? He reeks.”


  Alvin ignored that. “Who’s at the door?”


  “I don’t know, but as it’s not even eight in the morning, it’s no one I want to see. Oh wait, I hope it’s not—”


  Alvin stuck his head out of the kitchen. “It’s that real estate lady. She’s not as nice and smart as I thought she was. And why is she here so early every day?”


  “Damned if I know, Alvin, but you’re in charge. I have to walk this dog. He’s disgusting. Do your best to discourage her. Show her your tattoo.”


  I grabbed Gussie’s leash and a handful of doggie do bags, and the two of us made an escape out the back door, leaving Alvin to fend off Jacki Jewell.


  “Let’s go and make it snappy just this once, Gussie. I have stuff to do today,” I said as we jumped the low fence.


  Ten minutes later, it was obvious that Gussie had only understood the “let’s go” part of that directive. We had sniffed our way down Third Avenue to O’Connor and then along to Second Avenue. With Gussie stopping every three feet, we’d worked our way south on Bank, past all the appealing shops, still closed, and over to Fourth. There was a lot to smell, I guess, on Fourth, including the tantalizing aroma of someone cooking bacon for breakfast. I was getting hungry by the time we got ourselves back along O’Connor to our street again.


  “This is your last chance,” I groused as we approached the house. Gussie slowed at the sound of that, although he did lift his leg to decorate a tire on a Volvo parked in front of our house.


  “Sorry,” I mouthed with a shrug to the driver. I did a double-take and glanced at the driver again. I stopped and stared.


  The door of the Volvo slowly opened. Might even have been a scene from a movie if there had only been a bit of ominous music playing in the background.


  Mme Cardarelle stepped out. She was casually dressed this time, in white pants and a black tunic. She had a red cardigan tied loosely around her neck and dark red leather sandals on her feet.


  “I’d like to talk to you. I’m sorry if it’s too early. I can’t sleep since Robert died.”


  I wanted to talk to her too. “No problem. Gussie won’t mind. Shall we walk a bit?”


  She stared at me.


  I said, “We can go inside if you’d prefer, but I warn you, you may encounter two rowing-obsessed teenaged girls and a truly frightening real estate agent. Plus the world’s most annoying office assistant.”


  “Oh, yes, I think I may have spoken to him on the phone,” she said. “Let’s walk.”


  Gussie enjoyed this get-out-of-jail-free card and meandered a bit faster. He pulled on the leash, and I had to hold on to keep from being forced to gallop.


  I had said nothing by the time we reached the end of the block. I had no idea why she was there, and I didn’t want to spoil it by pushing for information too soon. She kept her gaze on Gussie as we walked, seemingly fascinated. Gussie in turn stopped pulling and sidled up to her, leaning in with that cuddly way that’s quite appealing.


  “Is he friendly?” she said with a hint of nervousness.


  “Gussie has taken a shine to you,” I said, “that’s why you’re being leaned on.”


  “Oh. I don’t really know much about dogs. I never had one. My husband didn’t believe in pets. I would have liked a dog. A small one, I think.”


  “Gussie’s very affectionate, but no one’s ever accused him of being small.”


  “I suppose not,” she said.


  “You can scratch his ears. That will make you popular.” I did a demo, and Gussie, the ingrate, didn’t so much as cast a glance my way. Madame Cardarelle got the big brown eyes treatment. Heartbreaking. Luckily she missed the gassy output that often accompanied such expressions.


  With great concentration, the elegant and dignified judge’s widow scratched behind Gussie’s ear. Gussie gazed at her with adoration.


  “Tell me,” she said finally, turning back to me, “why you really came to see me.”


  “I wanted to learn something about your husband.” A passing squirrel caught Gussie’s attention, and I held tight to the leash.


  “What did you want to learn?”


  “I don’t know. Anything. I felt grateful to him.”


  She stopped and turned to me. “That’s not entirely true, is it?”


  I dug in my heels to keep Gussie from dashing after the squirrel and admitted, “Not entirely.”


  She said, “I’m here because I had a talk with my neighbour, Coco Bentley. She said she knew you.”


  I managed to halt Gussie’s progress, but only barely. “She does.”


  “She suggested that I should talk to you and be frank. She said that you are a good person and not as unfeeling as you look. And I should just tell you the truth.”


  Unfeeling? Look who was talking. But, whatever. “Good idea. I’m in if you are.”


  “So why did you come to see me?


  Still excited by the squirrel, Gussie was definitely pulling me along. I used every bit of my strength to stop him. This wasn’t a conversation I could have shouting over my shoulder. When Gussie was under control, I said, “Because I thought your husband might have been murdered.”


  She stumbled. I reached out and caught her arm. As she steadied herself, the colour drained from her face. The smart red cardigan now seemed harsh next to her suddenly grey skin. She whispered. “Murdered?”


  “I’m sorry to shock you.” I didn’t say that I knew she wasn’t grieving for this man. But of course, there’s a major leap between not grieving for someone and not minding that they’d been murdered.


  She steadied herself. “Why would you even imagine such a bizarre thing?”


  “Because of a joke that was sent the day before he died. And a piece of paper that arrived the next day.”


  “I don’t understand. What joke?”


  “To tell the truth, I don’t understand either. I thought perhaps you had received a joke. Or he had. I am sorry.”


  She shook her head, then stopped. Her eyes widened. “What was this joke?”


  “I don’t know.”


  “I may have seen a joke on a piece of paper in Robert’s study. It didn’t make any sense at the time.”


  I said, “Did he mention the joke to you?”


  “No. He wouldn’t have. He wasn’t one for chatting even though it was the day before my surgery and I was apprehensive about it. Never mind, I just noticed it when I was bringing his tea.”


  “Another question: you took some trouble to find me this morning. Why?”


  “I knew you weren’t telling me the truth. Robert wouldn’t have given a young lawyer the time of day. If you’d asked him for advice, he would probably have enjoyed refusing. Then my neighbour Coco Bentley had some comments that intrigued me, really. But what is your connection to this? Why would someone murder Robert? What does the joke mean?”


  I looked her straight in the eye. “I don’t know. I am receiving the same jokes. And the next day, I get a piece of paper with a person’s name on it, Then I learn that person has died.” Of course, this was secondhand from Bunny. “I don’t know why anyone would send me those jokes or the names. Strangely enough, your husband was not the only person to be the subject of a joke.”


  “Other people got them too?”


  “They did. Two others that I know of.”


  She said, “And did anything happen to those people?”


  “They died.”


  Her hand shot to her throat. “How did they die?”


  “A combination of murder and a so-called accident.”


  “My goodness. Who were they?”


  “One was the lawyer for the Brugel case.”


  Her eyes widened. “I heard it on the news. I assumed it had to do with the terrible people he was defending. Robert made disparaging remarks about that lawyer.”


  “He wasn’t alone in that. But there was also a joke and then a note with his name.”


  “What was his name?”


  “Rollie Thorsten. Do you think your husband might have had dealings with him? A connection of some sort?”


  She shook her head slowly. “Not if he was a criminal lawyer. Robert despised most of them. He despised criminals too. Didn’t even like to look at them. Couldn’t imagine that there would be anything of value in such a person. That’s why he stuck to Federal Court.”


  “The third person that I know of was a real estate lawyer named Roxanne Terrio. Does that mean anything?”


  She paused, thinking. “No. What happened to her?”


  “She was struck by a car while cycling in Gatineau Park.”


  “But that would be an accident, no?”


  “Hit and run, pretty ugly, I guess. She was left to die in a ditch by the side of the road.”


  “And there was a joke too? That is so horrible. I don’t think I want to hear it.”


  “I don’t blame you.”


  She shuddered. “I was shocked that Robert would die in such a way. But murdered? That’s hard to believe. Although I have no idea how he could have ingested any nuts. He was fanatically careful about food.”


  I paused, wondering how to ask her about what he had eaten before his death, without referring to the autopsy. She saved me the trouble. “They said he had eaten some kind of sweet, a cookie or square. Perhaps two of them. There was no way to know how he got it. No one came forward to say that they’d offered him one. Of course, Robert wasn’t one to take anything from strangers. The worst part is that he was found by a group of children.”


  “I’m sorry to ask this, but I have to know; how did you get along with your husband?”


  A flicker crossed the beautiful face. “You can’t think that I have anything to do with this?”


  “I don’t think that at all. But you knew I was lying to you. And I knew that you were not grief-stricken.”


  A long silence followed. Finally she said, “That’s true. Robert was not an easy man to live with, not a loving man. Our only son died at eighteen. Perhaps that would have softened him, but he was never interested in me or my silly emotions. There was no room in his heart for anyone but himself.”


  “His family? Brothers, I believe?”


  She gave a soft little laugh. “They were always in competition with each other. They didn’t make any pretense of fondness. They’d each be pleased to have outlived him.”


  “You must have been married for a long time.”


  “Forty years.”


  “But in all that time—”


  She cut me off. “In all that time, he lived his life and I stayed in the background. I was a convenience to him. That is all.”


  “I’m sorry to hear that.”


  “In the end, I did not love him, I do not grieve for him. I gave him forty years. They were not happy years. I had no way to get out of my marriage. I suppose I lacked the strength. Now I am looking forward to life again. That’s a terrible thing to say, but it’s true.”


  “If you think of anything that might have to do with the joke, will you contact me?”


  “What sort of thing?”


  I shrugged. “I don’t know. A person delivering an envelope. A conversation he might have had. A connection with any of these people I mentioned that might turn up. Or a person who might have been angry with him over a judicial ruling, for instance.”


  “I will, and I’ll think about it. I haven’t been well enough to clear out his effects. The doctor says it could take up to three months to recover from my surgery. I am just able to drive now after six weeks. I can’t really lift anything yet, but if I find something, I will certainly contact you immediately.”


  “Thank you.”


  “It must be very disturbing to be getting these jokes and names.”


  “It is. I am connected in some way, but I have no idea how or why. I am really worried that someone else will die.


  I have to figure out what’s going on.”


  “And I understand why now that you’ve explained it. Robert was an intelligent, dignified man. The idea of someone killing him for a joke is astonishing.”


  “I think it must be some kind of savage bitterness, a desire for revenge.”


  She nodded, glanced away. “I suppose you must be right. But for Robert to die as a joke! How utterly meaningless is that? What does that say about the value of his life?”


  I said. “Perhaps that’s at the heart of this.”


  EIGHT


  
    What’s the difference between an accident and a calamity?

    -It’s an accident if a lawyer’s car plunges off the

    road into a river. It’s a calamity if he can swim.

  


  I had managed to put the girls and the ubiquitous Jacki Jewell out of my mind, but I was still trying to fathom the judge’s widow as I pulled into the driveway of the small neat end-unit townhouse on Parkview Circle, part of a curvy townhouse development in Barrhaven. The grass was clipped neatly, the door was freshly painted a high gloss white, and the paving stones in the walkway had been swept. Someone had been diligent in weeding between the pavers. A child’s bubble gum pink tricycle was visible from the side gate. The rainbow streamers attached to the handles made me smile.


  As I rang the bell and waited, I noticed fat peonies exploding into bloom in the small garden. They had followed the French lilacs. There were only a few of those left, although their scent was still working fine. The dead blooms had been clipped. A clump of pom-pom hydrangeas was coming along well.


  Bunny opened the door furtively and checked quickly to the right, then the left. He beckoned me in to the immaculate little home, with its wonderful selection of paintings on the walls, mostly local artists. I could only hope they’d been purchased. I didn’t look too closely in case they hadn’t been.


  Bunny put his fingers to his lips. I stepped through the primly furnished living room and saw the reason. A small child, maybe three years old, was sleeping on the sofa. Her little face moved to reflect her dreams. A lock of fair hair hung over her closed eyes. I assumed they would be hazel. She held tight to a rag doll with kinky hot pink hair, green appliquéd eyelashes, and candy pink and purple striped legs.


  I followed Bunny into the kitchen, where I sat at the gleaming glass-topped table. Bunny rustled up some coffee and Oreo cookies, and we carried on talking in whispers.


  “That’s Destiny,” he said, pointing back toward the sleeping child.


  “Lucky you. I guess I haven’t seen you in a long time.”


  “Three years and a bit.” Bunny chewed on his lower lip, something I remembered him doing when I used to visit him in the lockup. “I don’t want to be involved in any weird crap. I don’t know what they want from me, but I can’t drag Tonya and Destiny into it. I have to keep them safe.”


  That made sense to me. I didn’t want to get dragged into any weird crap either, and I didn’t have to worry about a child and a spouse.


  “If we can figure out what’s going on, we can pass the information to the police and go back to doing whatever it is that we do.”


  “Not so easy, Camilla. How are we going to figure out what’s going on?”


  “Well, I’ve been checking around, doing some background work. I think we should do what the cops do. Start by interviewing each other. Taking statements.”


  He’d stopped chewing his lower lip and goggled at me like I’d lost my mind. He said, “I always hated that.”


  I said, “We can examine the evidence. Then we’ll fan out and see what we learn that adds to that. Maybe we can form a hypothesis or two. Test them.”


  “Those interviews with the cops, they always used to really shake me up.”


  I shrugged. “It’s a classic way to proceed. You can’t take it personally.”


  “I did take it personally. Same thing at school with exams. I was really lousy at school. Dyslexic. You know that.”


  “I know that’s made things tough for you. But you have to get past it.” I was remembering the time Bunny had gotten his mitts on the security code for a sprawling hacienda on Island Park Drive and strolled through the door with his eye on a couple of paintings by Henri Masson. He’d had a hankering for them, and they’d probably be displayed on the townhouse walls today except that he’d reversed two of the numbers. It had been a close call, but Bunny was outside by the time the cops came by. On the upside, the Massons were still hanging on the walls of their rightful owner. On the down side, Bunny had been carrying burglar tools and no cop would ever mistake him for one of the residents of Island Park Drive.


  Despite the best efforts of Ottawa’s finest, the Crown couldn’t see much sense moving forward on that, especially as some of the Provincial Court judges had a soft spot for Bunny. “Those were the good old days.” He grinned his crooked grin when I reminded him. That special grin made you want to buy him an ice cream cone, read him a bedtime story, and tell him not to worry about a thing.


  The good old days indeed. Bunny’s years as the beautiful burglar, the times when witnesses blushed purple and stammered at the sight of him and in the end most of them couldn’t really remember having seen him at all. Best of all, Bunny never had any idea of the effect he had on people. He wouldn’t have believed it if someone had pointed it out. I’d got a kick out of those cases even though I am officially opposed to burglary.


  The door banged, and a small voice from the living room squealed, “Mommy!”


  Tonya entered the kitchen with Destiny, her hair still damp from sleep, clinging to her side. Tonya was tall, tanned and toned. Motherhood hadn’t hurt her figure any. From the blonde highlights in her hair to her salon tan, she was as glamorous as any hair stylist whose business requires impressing her clientele.


  Tonya glanced at me and raised a perfectly sculpted eyebrow. It reminded me that my sisters would get on my case if I didn’t get myself spruced up by the time they got back with my father for our annual Canada Day party.


  I nodded.


  She opened the fridge, fished out a box of juice, and settled Destiny back in the living room with a TV cartoon. She leaned against the door frame and said, “What do you think is going on?”


  I said, “I have no idea. But we’ll find out.”


  “Is someone out to get Bunny?”


  I shrugged.


  Her eyes misted up. “I can’t stand it. Do you think someone’s trying to frame him?”


  I sloshed my coffee. “Frame him? For what?”


  “For these killings. If that’s what they are. He’d never make it in prison. Look at him.”


  “Prison? He’s not going to prison, Tonya.” Bunny had survived a brutal childhood and a hellish life in school. He’d probably survive prison too, but I didn’t want him to have to any more than Tonya did.


  “Tonya thinks someone’s setting me up. Sending me the notes so I’ll know ahead of time that that person was killed. Then I’ll give myself away when the police haul me in.”


  I said reasonably, “But the police haven’t hauled you in.”


  “Someone will make the connection.” Tonya’s toned arm muscles tensed.


  “If Bunny doesn’t tell anybody about it, how could anyone make the connection? I’m getting them too and I don’t expect the police to haul me in.”


  “See, babe? Camilla knows these things. She was always my best lawyer.”


  “Bunny said you’ve retired.”


  Hang on. I’m barely past forty. Retired? “I just haven’t been doing any criminal law work or legal aid since I set up Justice for Victims.”


  “Bunny said you’ve shut that down.”


  “It’s in process.”


  Bunny flashed me a nervous glance. “Maybe Camilla can recommend someone else, babe.”


  “If you’re in trouble, Bunny, for something you didn’t do, or if someone is trying to frame you, I will be there for you.”


  “Of course, I didn’t do it. I’m a burglar. I wouldn’t even know how to kill someone, even if I wanted to.”


  Tonya balled her hands into fists and almost shrieked, “Bunny is not a murderer.”


  “I didn’t mean to suggest he was.”


  Bunny got a thoughtful look on his face, “But you know, if my family was threatened, I’d have to do whatever I could.”


  “Your family’s not threatened. If anyone asks, don’t volunteer that little observation. In fact, don’t say anything to anyone without me present.”


  “But you’re not doing criminal work any more. You just said that.”


  “I think I just came out of retirement.”


  “Thank you,” Tonya whispered.


  Bunny just gave me his grateful little boy look.


  “It would help if I could see the jokes.”


  “I told you they were gone, Camilla, that Tonya is very neat. You can probably tell that just by looking at our place.” Bunny had a bead of sweat on his upper lip. “She just can’t stand anything that’s out of place. She hates clutter and junk.”


  Tonya said, “Well, I didn’t know, did I?”


  “It’s not your fault, babe. How could you even imagine something like that? I didn’t actually tell her, Camilla, because it sounded so crazy. I mean, jokes in the mail and then someone dies, who would believe it?”


  “And why would it mean that I couldn’t clean up, even if you did tell me, which you didn’t,” Tonya said with just a touch of defensiveness.


  “That’s right, babe,” Bunny said.


  She sniffed. “I can’t live in a pigsty with paper all over the place. Don’t ask me to do that, Bunny.”


  “No, no, babe, I’m not, I’m not. It was just a couple of papers and envelopes. I didn’t think they’d upset you.”


  “Really? Then why did you hide them?”


  I kept my face impassive. I knew that if Bunny had been a woman in an abusive relationship whose partner didn’t let her keep anything private, I would have advised him differently. I wasn’t sure what it meant here. Tonya had stood by Bunny through unemployment and sporadic arrests. He might have been my favourite client, but there was no way I could ever live with him. Maybe Tonya was more like a mother.


  But how the hell would I know? I’d never even had a mother. And Bunny would have been better off without the toxic alcoholic mother who’d messed up his childhood.


  He was biting his lower lip. I wondered if I should tell him later privately that he should adopt less submissive gestures.


  I also asked myself if Tonya had picked up her thing with clutter at the same Obsessions and Compulsions R Us outlet that my sisters frequented. Those random papers wouldn’t have lasted a New York minute at any of their houses either.


  Eventually, I said, “You hid some of them, Bunny?”


  Bunny nodded miserably. “Tonya found them. Roxanne and Rollie. She was mad, and she crumpled them up and put them in the garbage.”


  “I didn’t want them in the house,” Tonya said fiercely.


  “I know, babe. You’re right.”


  “I knew they were bad news. I work hard to keep it nice, to keep it clean, to keep it safe for Destiny.” Her voice cracked.


  Bunny started to speak, but I cut him off. “Why did you feel that way about the notes?”


  She shot him a look. “Because of the way he hid them. Usually that’s where he hides items he’s fascinated with. Pictures of paintings. Clippings from the newspaper or magazines of some piece of art. Notices about exhibitions. You were his lawyer. You know his weaknesses.”


  “I do. Or I did. I hope he’s reformed. But, anyway, these aren’t artworks. They’re just pieces of paper.”


  “But they had an impact on Bunny. He was sneaky about them. I have always hated that.”


  Bunny said, “I’m sorry. I promise, it’s nothing for us to worry about.”


  Time to get back to the topic at hand. “So if you get another joke, Bunny, don’t touch it. Call me right away, and I’ll come and get it. Tonya, you’ll just have to give us time to do that. People’s lives could be at stake.”


  Bunny followed me to the door to say goodbye. He looked over his shoulder and said, “I don’t still have yesterday’s joke, but this came today. I didn’t want to say anything in front of her. She’s very upset.”


  I stared at the envelope in his hand. “You didn’t open it?”


  “Camilla, we both know that whoever it is, it’s too late for that person.”


  I said, “Get me a plastic sandwich bag.”


  He was back in a flash, and I slipped the envelope in the bag, trying to handle it as little as possible. As much as I wanted to see the contents, it wasn’t worth destroying any evidence that might have been inside.


  Bunny and I both shivered in the hot June sunlight. I dropped the bag with the envelope into my purse and headed for the car, wishing like hell I could really believe that Bunny and Tonya and Destiny had nothing to worry about. As I was also getting these bizarre jokes and notes, I would have been happier to think I had nothing to worry about either.


  
    * * *
  


  Ashley and Brittany were still practicing whatever mysterious things people in dragon boat races do. Don’t ask me. Alvin was working on his cooking project, sifting through heritage recipes for fish chowder. Or possibly recipes for heritage fish chowder. Today would be test day.


  I called Leonard Mombourquette and got his voice mail. I had no more success with his cellphone. I left messages about the envelope at both numbers and got on with things.


  I didn’t have much to go on with the killer joke business, so it was important that I follow up on what I had. The little I did know worried me plenty. Plus I was in desperate need of a bit of exercise. If I don’t get in a forty-five minute walk every day, my clothes shrink. Luckily I lived in the Glebe, and I could walk to most places I wanted to go. At that moment, I wanted to go to Roxanne Terrio’s office.


  Half an hour later, I puffed up to an attractive vintage red brick house on MacLeod Street near Queen Elizabeth Drive. The large home had been turned into office suites. There was a brass plaque that said Terrio and Fox, Real Estate. The names Roxanne Terrio and Gary Fox were etched under that. The offices were on the first floor. The first thing I noticed was the scent of spicey pot pourri. The office looked comfortable and pleasant enough in a beigey kind of way. Of course, sharing space with Alvin for a very long time changes how you react to décor.


  The woman at reception was in her early thirties. She wore her dark red hair pulled into a high curly ponytail and she sported a startling set of eyelashes. Must have cost her a bundle. Still, it was an effort well worth it, as they framed remarkable brown eyes. She looked up in surprise as I entered. Or maybe that was an effect of the eyelashes.


  A small plaque on the desk said Beverly Leclair, Office Queen. “Hello,” she said, still smiling.


  I smiled back. Some people bring out the smiler in a person. She was one of them.


  “I’m Bev,” she said. “Do you have an appointment?”


  She knew perfectly well that I didn’t and that it didn’t matter much to her because she could help me. And she would. But we had to play the game.


  “No, sorry, I don’t. My name is Camilla MacPhee. I have just put my house on the market, and if my luck holds and it sells in the next while, I’ll be needing a lawyer to handle the sale. I don’t have anyone right at the moment. And I noticed Roxanne Terrio’s name. I’d run into her a few times years back, so I thought I’d—”


  She gasped and put her hand to her mouth.


  “Something wrong?” I asked innocently.


  “You haven’t heard?”


  “Haven’t heard what?”


  “She died.”


  “Died? Really? But she’s not even—”


  “About four weeks ago. It was an accident. She was on her bike.”


  “An accident? That’s terrible. Was she hit by a car? I can’t believe the way that city drivers treat cyclists.”


  “They said it was an accident, but she was so careful and fanatical about the rules of the road. About everything really, so I can’t imagine how it could have been. The road was straight, and she always wore illumination, and she had good lights on her bike and special mirrors. She was riding on the parkway in Gatineau Park near Pink’s Lake. They found her in a ditch, with…”


  I waited while she pulled herself together. She blew her nose and wiped her eyes. “I heard all about safety concerns from her every single day.”


  “So what do you think happened?”


  “The police seemed to think that an animal ran out in front of her or something, and she lost control and ended up in the ditch. Her neck was broken.”


  “And you don’t believe that?”


  She raised her chin. “She was too cautious. I really think that someone must have hit her and then driven off.”


  Of course, I already knew that Roxanne was dead, but this careful and fanatical element of her personality was news to me. I thought there was a little subtext in Bev’s comments about Roxanne. Even so, I wasn’t supposed to know anything about Roxanne’s death. “I’m stunned. Do you mind if I sit down?”


  “Sorry. I shouldn’t have blurted it out like that. Did you say you and Roxanne were friends?”


  “Um, no.”


  Bev said, “You look like you’ve had a shock. Can I get you a cup of herbal tea? I have camomile.”


  I was taken aback to hear that I looked like I’d had a shock, since I hadn’t been in the least bit surprised. My sisters are always insisting that I wear a bit of make-up. I was glad none of them were in the office to hear this. I can’t stand camomile tea, but it would allow me to stay there and pump the cheerful and competent Bev Leclair for information about Roxanne.


  “I’d love one,” I said.


  Bev got up and moved to a refreshment station close by.


  “I just made it two minutes ago.”


  “Nice.”


  “We live the high life here.” She handed me a steaming mug and a napkin and said, “So not really friends with Roxanne?”


  “More like colleagues.”


  She headed back to her post behind the desk, wheeled out her ergonomic chair and gestured for me to try the two-seater sofa. “I wondered because I always kept up her Rolodex, and I just transferred everything to her online files and added a lot of business cards, and I’m sorry, but I don’t recall your name.”


  “I don’t think we ever even exchanged business cards. I’m not sure if she would have remembered my name. They were just casual encounters. I was at law school a few years after she was.”


  “Law school?”


  “Yes.”


  She turned to stare at me. “But if you went to law school yourself, why do you need a lawyer?”


  “I did criminal law. Thugs and robbers, for my sins. Never had the touch for contracts. In fact, that side of things was almost my undoing. Fell asleep over the small print.” I grinned because it was a pleasure not to have to make something up for once.


  “Oh. Well, I’m glad I don’t have to cope with you around here. It’s bad enough dealing with the ones who did choose their living in contract law.”


  I needed to get back to the main topic. “Poor Roxanne. She was so young to die. What a tragedy for her family too.”


  Bev pursed her lips. “She didn’t actually have any close family. I suppose that’s a blessing. It would have been horrible for them, not ever knowing what happened to her.”


  “Her friends then. They would have been devastated.”


  She bit her lip.


  “Sorry,” I added. “Did I say something wrong?”


  “Well, you couldn’t know, could you?”


  “Know what?”


  “Well, I probably shouldn’t say this, but Roxanne was the only person I ever met who didn’t seem to have a single friend.”


  “Really? When I met her at whatever event years ago, she seemed pleasant enough, socializing with people, chatting.”


  “Perhaps something happened to her over the years. She didn’t go to meetings or networking events any more. She wasn’t the warmest person. I don’t think she had anyone but us, I suppose, and Moxi.”


  Ah right, the chihuahua.


  I said, “Moxi? A boyfriend?”


  “A spoiled rotten little pooch.”


  “Oh boy, but if she didn’t have any family or friends, what happened to the dog?”


  A man’s voice came from the door to the office behind me. “It’s spending its days here in the office, temporarily.”


  I looked up to see a man with prematurely grey hair and a gentle smile. A small dog danced around his feet. I wondered if he had been standing there quietly thoughout our conversation. “I know all about that kind of thing,” I said. “My temporary dog has been with me for years, and his owners are still very much alive.”


  He said, “Oh, I don’t think that will happen. Bev just needs to find a home for Moxi. She doesn’t want him to go to the pound.”


  “Does he stay here at night?” I had learned from Gussie that dogs need their cuddle time.


  “He comes home with me,” Bev admitted. “My boyfriend’s not that keen on the situation, but I hope we can work it out. Poor Moxi.”


  I was proud of myself that I didn’t say, “Get yourself a new boyfriend.”


  “I should point out that I also have a cat that’s been visiting for five years, and more recently some birds that are apparently just passing through.”


  Bev said to the grey-haired man, “Gary, this lady knew Roxanne and thought she could handle her house sale, so it was a big shock for her to find out what happened.”


  Of course, he had to be Gary Fox. He said, “For us too. One day the cops just showed up at the door.”


  “Here? Oh, because she didn’t have anyone.”


  Bev shivered. “Gary went to identify her. I would have had hysterics, someone you worked with so closely. I couldn’t stand it.”


  “Been there,” I said.


  He nodded. “It’s hard to explain to someone who hasn’t. The saddest thing was there was no one closer. Her parents died a few years back, one after the other, heart attacks in both cases. There’s a brother somewhere out west, but they were estranged.”


  “That’s sad.”


  “Yes, it is,” Bev said. “It’s a reminder to put some energy into relationships that are not always easy.”


  That sounded like a reprieve for the dog-resenting boyfriend.


  I thought about my sisters and how I often wished they lived out west or even further away, so they’d stop their relentless age-old campaign to change everything about me into their own tall, blonde, neat, homemaking images. Still, I knew they’d make a real deal out of my funeral if it came down to that.


  Bev said, “But anyway, maybe Gary can handle your real estate transaction. He’s great. And I’m first-rate too, in case you’re wondering.” She grinned. I figured this was not a woman to dwell in despair.


  I said. “Sounds good. I’ll give you a call when the house sells. Do you have a card?”


  “Don’t feel pressured,” Gary said anxiously. “You came looking for Roxanne, and you don’t have to get stuck with me. I’m a big boy.”


  Bev said, “Sure, he has a card, and you will love dealing with him.” She stood up and slipped a business card into my hand.


  I glanced at the card and said, “I’m glad not to have to hunt around for someone else. We lawyers have to stick together. Everyone’s always dumping on us.”


  “They are?” Gary said.


  I was pretty sure I heard Bev snicker.


  I said, “Are you kidding? People even send anonymous lawyer jokes in the mail. Nasty ones too.”


  He frowned, scratched his head. “They do?”


  “Yes, and I’m getting sick of it. Totally uncalled for. You mean that never happens to you?”


  He shook his head. “No. I’ve never received one. I don’t know that I’d worry much about it if I did get one.”


  Bev said thoughtfully, “People do send them.”


  I said, “Did Roxanne ever get them?”


  Bev said, “She did get one, actually. Not long before she died. She tossed it in the trash.”


  Gary agreed. “And I bet she said, ‘what a loser.’”


  Bev chuckled sadly. “You got it.”


  I put in my two cents worth. “Well, that’s the right attitude. My office assistant reads them out loud. Lucky me.”


  Gary snorted.


  Bev insisted. “I would never do that. What kind of assistant is he?”


  “You wouldn’t believe,” I said. “So for sure, these jokes got thrown right out? You didn’t keep any of them?”


  “I only saw one.”


  “Another thing,” I said. “By any chance did Roxanne get an envelope with her name typed on a blank sheet of paper after the joke came in? That’s happened to me, and I have to tell you, it kind of creeps me out.”


  Bev was looking at me differently now.


  I sipped my cooling camomile and waited.


  Gary said, “That is creepy.”


  “She did,” Bev said reluctantly. “The mail arrived after she left the office that last day.”


  Gary said, “Crazy world. Some people have too much time on their hands. Nice to meet you, Camilla. I’m sorry you had to find out about Roxanne’s death in this way.”


  I said, “Thanks for the information, Bev. I’ll give you a call if and when the house sells. Probably when. We have Jacki Jewell on the case.”


  Gary rolled his eyes. “Jacki Jewell? She’s easy to look at and hard on the nerves.”


  “No kidding,” I said.


  “Bev doesn’t mind Jacki, but that woman sure gives me a hard time whenever I deal with her which is all too often, because she can really unload properties. All to say, I’d be glad to have your business if you stick with her long enough to sell the house.”


  “Stay tuned,” I said.


  Gary waved, but Bev watched me closely as I left. The smile on her lips wasn’t nearly as warm and natural as it had been. I was pretty sure she was on to my little tricks.


  NINE


  
    It’s so cold today that the lawyers

    have their hands in their own pockets.

  


  I felt a chill as I stepped from the cheerful office. The temperature must have dropped about ten degrees without warning. It looked like rain too. I found myself shivering in the damp air and contemplating what to do next. With Bev’s take on Roxanne’s death confirming my fears, I knew it was time to go back to the police and to convince them. Best to start with Mombourquette, even though he hadn’t returned my calls.


  I hurried back home to get something warm and waterproof before heading to the cop shop. I checked the mailbox for a sign of an envelope. Empty. That was good. I checked the hall console which is the agreed upon place for the mail. Nada. I checked the kitchen table. Pristine. I trotted up the stairs and found Alvin on all fours in my bedroom. “I’m installing plug-in air fresheners in every room. I’ve three for this room, because of the Gussie factor. I hope it’s enough. They had a great special at Home Hardware, so I cleaned them out of Sea Breeze,” he said.


  “Jokes, Alvin,” I said, not wishing to be sidetracked by air fresheners. “Did we get a joke yesterday?”


  “Um. What?”


  “Don’t make me repeat myself.”


  “I’ve been busy, you know, because of the girls and the real estate person and all that and some of the mail got buried under a magazine and then Gussie chewed it up. There’s so much going on here it makes it hard for me to think clearly. And I may be losing my home, so that’s weighing on my mind too.”


  “I take it that’s a yes. And where’s what’s left of it now?”


  “Recycle bin,” Alvin said, looking aggrieved.


  “And did we get a piece of paper today? With a name on it?”


  “Lord thundering Jesus, Camilla. Do you ever stop bugging people?”


  I massaged my temple. “Did we get an envelope today?


  Of course, I’d already spotted the white rectangle sticking out of his skinny jeans pocket. “Don’t have to have a hissy over every little thing,” he sniped as he handed it over.


  “I see that you opened it.”


  “Gussie chewed up the envelope. I wanted to see what was on the note. Didn’t mean anything to me.”


  Let it go, I told myself. Just let it go.


  Since it was open, I checked the name.


  It didn’t mean anything to me either.


  
    * * *
  


  I fished the chewed up envelope out of the recycling bin and used tweezers to put it and the envelope and the sheet of paper with the name on it into a resealable plastic bag. I drove over to police headquarters on Elgin Street, not my favourite place in the world. I found a place to park on Catherine Street and dragged myself over to the front door and into the vast open foyer. At the reception desk, I squared my shoulders and asked for Leonard Mombourquette. If I didn’t connect with him, I was going to have to break in some other detective.


  “Is he here today, or is he out mousing around?” I said pleasantly. No one smiled. There seemed to be a dark undercurrent around the station. Maybe it was my imagination. To reiterate: not my favourite place.


  Minutes later, I had been accompanied through the doors into the bowels of the building and up to Major Crimes, currently lurking on the second floor. I figured there must have been some kind of budget cutbacks coming, because everyone had a sombre expression. Constable Kristen Wentzell lumbered by still in her vest, her startling blue eyes tinged by red. What was that about? Late nights in the bar scene? Had P. J. managed to lure her into a date? At his desk, Mombourquette stared at me without smiling. He crossed his arms in front of him.


  “Cat got your tongue?” I said.


  “Not in the mood today, MacPhee. What do you want?”


  “Touchy touchy. I want to talk to you about what is going on. I need you to take these jokes seriously.”


  “I have two minutes.”


  “Fine, I’ve got plenty to do myself. I know it sounds hokey, but there’s something really horrible going on. It’s not just my imagination. I told you before, I’m getting these jokes, lawyer jokes, and they seem to be tied to people getting killed.”


  “Don’t fucking waste my time.”


  “Please, language, Leonard. Inappropriate in a man your age.”


  Mombourquette got up and slammed his filing cabinet drawer shut. My mouth hung open. He can be peevish, even belligerent, but this was a different side of him. What was going on? Pressure of retirement? Whatever. I decided to ignore the drawer slamming and continue. “The problem arises from the fact that the next day a piece of paper arrives with the name of a person. I’m not sure I made that fully clear before.”


  “You’re not making it fully clear now.”


  “All right. I guess it is pretty bizarre. The thing is that the person whose name is on the paper has just died, by accident in two cases and obviously murder in the third. As far as I can tell, this paper arrives before anyone knows about the death. It seems to be announcing it, I believe, although I don’t know why it would be announced to me.” I didn’t mention Bunny.


  “Did you get a joke today?”


  “Yesterday. It’s here in this plastic bag. Unfortunately, Gussie chewed up the joke as well as both envelopes, so there’s probably not much to be learned from—”


  He scowled and interrupted. “And did you get a piece of paper today?”


  I handed the bag to him. “Maybe you shouldn’t open it. Maybe there’s some—”


  “Don’t piss me off,” he said.


  “Don’t want to do that,” I said, “and I don’t know this person.”


  “And what person is that?”


  “Someone named Steve Anstruther.”


  That’s when all hell broke loose.


  
    * * *
  


  “Do you really believe that if I didn’t know who Steve Anstruther was when I came in here, somehow I’d find out because you’re yelling at me?”


  I was still repeating that line of thought an hour later, only this time in an interrogation room. The detective who had been questioning me had decided to depart. Mombourquette remained, pacing. For the first time ever, he made me nervous.


  “I didn’t see the joke arrive. I doubt if Alvin saw it arrive either, but you can ask him. I don’t know anything. I haven’t been able to figure out what’s going on. What the hell is the matter with you, Leonard? You can’t possibly think I have anything to do with any of this.”


  His nose twitched. “What is the matter with me? What is the matter with you? You waltz in here with the name of a cop on a piece of paper the same day that cop ends up in intensive care fighting for his life, and you don’t think anyone here’s going to be upset?”


  I was still feeling the knot in my stomach from learning that Steve Anstruther was a police colleague, and I was guessing a popular one.


  “Of course you’re angry, but why are you turning it on me? I didn’t put your friend in the ICU. I’m being used to send a message, I guess.”


  “What kind of message?”


  “Hard to tell.”


  “Who’s sending this message?”


  “I don’t know that either. How many other ways can I make that point?”


  Mombourquette’s chin whiskers quivered. “Why don’t you try making some kind of a point that might be useful to me?”


  “Okay. Here’s one. I have rights, and if you are going to keep me here and treat me like a suspect rather than a citizen who is doing her best to help, then I’m going to have legal representation.”


  “Oh, sure. Get lawyered up.”


  “That’s the idea.”


  “Why’s that? Feeling guilty?”


  “You can shelve that old technique. That won’t wash with me, Leonard. I’ve seen too many people get into trouble because they fell for it. I’ll make my phone call now.”


  “Innocent people don’t have to worry, MacPhee.”


  “Give me a break. Tell that line to Marshall. Or Milgaard. Or Guy-Paul Morin.”


  Mombourquette snorted.


  I said, “Or any of the people who found themselves behind bars because of Dr. Charles Smith. I repeat, if you are going to hold me for questioning, I want a lawyer.”


  “That could work against you.”


  “Be that as it may. I came to you, Leonard, with this piece of information. It’s not the first time that I tried to get you to pay attention to the jokes. You know that. You just laughed before.”


  “I’m not laughing now.”


  “And I was never laughing. I’m not responsible for whatever’s going on either. I didn’t know anything about Steve Anstruther. I certainly didn’t know he was a cop until you and your colleagues wigged out.”


  “Someone’s responsible. And they seem to have some connection with you.”


  “I’m pretty sure you’re right about that, although I hate to admit it. Why else would I be getting this stuff?”


  “You sure you never heard of Steve?”


  “Well, I don’t think so. It’s a fairly uncommon name. I didn’t recognize it. If I’d known why everyone was so upset, do you really think I would have broken it to you that way?”


  He turned away and shrugged.


  I said, “What happened to him anyway?”


  “I ask the questions.”


  “What do you think this is? A prime time cop drama?”


  Mombourquette scowled.


  I said, “Attempted suicide?”


  “No! Where did that come from?”


  “Just guessing because you won’t answer me.”


  “Yeah, well, you’re sitting in an interrogation room. Do you think I’m going to give you information?” Mombourquette headed for the door. I hoped he was planning to give me back my cellphone.


  “Fine. I’ll wait and get it on the news. I don’t understand why I received a lawyer joke and then the guy turns out to be a cop. It doesn’t makes sense to me. The other two were lawyers or in Judge Cardarelle’s case a former lawyer.”


  Mombourquette paused, his hand on the door. He turned and stared at me. “He’s been accepted to law school. U of O. He was supposed to start this fall. Just got married too.”


  “Do they think he’ll make it?”


  “They don’t know. He’s in a coma. And if he does, who’s to say he’ll be all there.”


  “I’m sorry about your friend, Leonard. I want you to know that. But what happened to him?”


  Mombourquette finally relented. “He was heading home to the east end last night. His car went off the road at the foot of the cliff on the eastern parkway around midnight last night, and he ended up in the river.”


  “And it looked like another accident.”


  He nodded. “They’re checking out the car now. Looks like he might have fallen asleep, although he was a real careful guy.”


  I said, “You know, except for Rollie, someone has gone to a lot of trouble to stage these so-called accidents.”


  He raised an eyebrow at me. “If another car hit him or forced him off the road, there will be paint traces on his vehicle. We won’t miss those if they’re there.”


  I said, “Did you notice that with Rollie, the whole thing seemed to be set up for obvious drama? But this is dramatic too.”


  Mombourquette nodded slowly.


  I said, “But they’re sending the jokes and names to me to ensure that I realize that even the ones that look like accidents are not. And if they know anything about me, they’ll be aware I’ll try to find out what’s going on and even talk to you. So I just don’t get it. It’s like a taunt.”


  “Take it again from the top,” Mombourquette said. “There has to be something.”


  I ran through everything I knew once more with feeling, including my short-lived suspicions about Annalisa Fillmore. I admitted that I hadn’t felt any great grief about Rollie or sadness about Judge Cardarelle. The world might be fine without them, but Roxanne Terrio seemed a sad story to me and now, so now did Steve Anstruther. I said as much to Mombourquette.


  Whether or not it was a wise decision, I still left out the part about Bunny Mayhew.


  “Did this Anstruther guy have any connection to Brugel?” I said as we finished up.


  Mombourquette’s eyes told me that he did. He kept his mouth firmly closed though.


  I said, “I know Brugel’s behind it. I could see him thinking this joke thing was funny. He’s quite capable of directing this vicious farce from the Regional Detention Centre. You know it too. The thing is to find out how Anstruther fits in.”


  
    * * *
  


  I was relieved to get away from Police Headquarters. It was still nippy, but the June sunshine seemed reassuringly bright and the threatening clouds had scurried off. I pulled out my cellphone and called Mrs. Parnell first. She was more than willing to pursue the latest line of investigation I requested. A photo of a Constable Steve Anstruther would be very handy for me indeed.


  “This small task will be the best medicine possible, Ms MacPhee,” she said. “A person could die of boredom lying around waiting for short-lived social opportunities. I have found a few more items for you that might help.”


  “Great. I’ll swing by later.”


  P. J. Lynch didn’t answer his phone, but I left a message suggesting it would be worth his while to give me a call at the first possible opportunity.


  
    * * *
  


  What I needed was a wonderful endless soak in the tub to get the interrogation room germs off my body while I had a long soothing chat with Ray, a chat that didn’t include anything remotely connected with lawyer jokes, suspicious accidents, ratty detectives or Lloyd Brugel. Our chats always took place later in the evening and anyway, Alvin had other plans. What Alvin wants, Alvin gets. And Alvin wanted to see the girls practicing. “I’m not really in the mood for this, Alvin. I’ve been interrogated by the police today.”


  Then you need something to take your mind off that.”


  I thought about it. Of course, Ray would want to talk about his girls, so the conversation would go better if I got 134 “ this chore out of the way. As we insinuated the car into the traffic and proceeded to the nicely scenic Colonel By Drive, I ignored the driver who gave me the finger. I was thinking about Ray. I wished I could bond with these girls of his. What the hell was wrong with me? Sure, they’d gone out of their way to sabotage our relationship and caused several calamities in the process, but was that the only problem? They’d been teenagers, still missing their mother and anxious not to lose their father to a stranger. I could relate to that. I’d been a particularly obnoxious teenager myself. Maybe it was because we had nothing in common but Ray. On the other hand, maybe that would have to be enough.


  Alvin was chattering, and I was attempting to tune him out. “Did you know that the dragon boat tradition is more than two thousand years old?” he said.


  “It kind of snuck up on me,” I answered, hoping to stem a stream of factoids.


  “Blah blah…as a fertility rite to avert misfortune and bring rain by worshipping the dragon.”


  I smothered a yawn. He prattled away about teams from across the country, funds raised and how the races were conducted. I tried not to fall asleep at the wheel as we drove out to Mooney’s Bay and the Rideau Canoe Club.


  “At least pretend to be interested,” Alvin said as we approached the parking lot.


  “Don’t push your luck,” I said as we got out of the car. A gentle wind ruffled my hair. Things were warming up again. The night was perfect, the water was luminous. I found myself glad to be there. Not a soak in the tub, but good all the same. We ambled down and were able to get a glimpse of the team practicing.


  The team was fast and furious. I was astounded. I didn’t realize that they sat on the boats that way, practically kneeling. The whole thing looked like a lot of work to me.


  I said, “I guess it’s like a sport.”


  Alvin sniffed. “It is a sport. Ashley might even be good enough to make the Olympic team. That’s what they’re hoping.”


  “There’s Olympic dragon boat racing? Are you kidding me?”


  “She’s into rowing. She’s on the university team. She’s got a sports scholarship and Brittany has a shot at one too.”


  “Really?”


  “I can’t believe Ray didn’t mention it.”


  Of course, Ray would have mentioned that. It was more likely that my brain had done a big LALALA when he did. My good angel mentioned to my bad angel that it was high time I started to pay more attention. Ray loved the girls, and I loved Ray, and I’d just have to get used to it. In the meantime, until I found a way to like them, there was no choice but to fake it.


  Alvin yelled encouragement to the team. I wasn’t sure they wanted anything to take their mind off whatever they were trying to achieve. But I echoed his yell and waved. Part of the new me. I was pretty sure Ashley waved back. Or maybe it was Brittany. Alvin had arranged to hang out with the team afterwards. He said they’d find their way home. That left me free to meddle.


  
    * * *
  


  P. J. returned my call, and I took advantage of the timing to arrange a meeting. I suggested The Works in the Glebe at eight, but P. J. claimed to have pressing business at that time.


  “I can squeeze you in now,” he said.


  “It’s my exercise time, so if you want to join me on a stroll, that’ll be all right.”


  “A stroll? You mean like a walk?”


  “Much like a walk, in fact. It’s a beautiful night. Cool. The humidity’s cleared.” There was a pause on the line. I added, “And today I didn’t get in my full walking quota.”


  “So,” he said. “What is it you want?”


  “I’ll tell you when we’re on the move. I’ll meet you on the canal near the new bridge from the university. I think there’s a bench you can lounge on if it takes me a while to get there. I’m heading out now.”


  P. J. is more of a restaurant booth and car kind of guy, but he was waiting on a bench as I puffed up from the Glebe on the Queen Elizabeth side of the canal.


  We settled on crossing on the new Corktown bridge over the canal and headed down the Colonel By side bike path to Pretoria Bridge, then back to P. J.’s bench headquarters. A good walk from my point of view, made better by the scent of fresh cut grass. What’s more, even if he wanted to quit on me, he’d have no choice but to keep going.


  “Keep an eye out for speeding cyclists and rollerbladers,” I said. “Whatever you do, don’t drift from your path without warning.”


  “Can you slow down a bit?” he puffed.


  “Time for you to get in shape, my lad.”


  “I think you wanted something from me. No killing the goose that laid the golden egg and all that.”


  I refrained from saying that P. J. had yet to deliver any golden eggs, although one could always hope. Instead, I said, “Another joke came in. And another name.”


  “You’re kidding.”


  “May I add, it’s not funny in the least.”


  “Who was it this time? I can think of a few people who are kind of asking for it.”


  “A fairly young officer called Steve Anstruther. A detective constable, I think, but I’m not sure about that.”


  “Steve Anstruther, you said?”


  “Yes. Know anything about him? Gossip, people on the periphery of a case?”


  P. J. nodded. “He could have been in court or been a court escort or made a minor arrest, anything like that, and it would never be written up. His name does sound familiar. It’s not a typical name.”


  “I’m pretty sure I’ve never heard it, and I followed all the Brugel stuff. We really need to find a Brugel connection.”


  “I’ve got to file a story by ten,” P. J. said. “And didn’t I follow up on Annalisa Fillmore based on your suggestion?


  And that was a wild goose chase, so forgive me if I don’t want to waste a lot more time on any of your hare-brained ideas. No offence, Tiger.”


  “None taken,” I said, trying to get as close to a purr as I could. “It would be tragic if the day-to-day minutiae and this uncalled for bitterness of yours got in the way of breaking a story connecting Brugel and these deaths.”


  “You’re not exactly subtle,” P. J. said.


  “Not trying to be. Keep me posted, and I’ll let you know what I find out.”


  “I’ll give it some thought, but that’s all I can say.”


  “The thing is I have Mrs. Parnell checking for links between Brugel and each of the victims. She’d be just as effective as you would be on the print and digital front, but you’re in a better position to find out who Brugel is connected with in the local sleaze community, who could be hired to cause these deaths. Stuff that would never make it into print.”


  “Thugs, I imagine.”


  “I’m not so sure. The jokes are well-presented, nicely printed out on good quality paper. The names as well. Someone has a sense of style.”


  P. J.’s face puckered in thought. I sure hope he never tries his luck at poker.


  I said, “And they’d have to look respectable or non-threatening. Roxanne Terrio was very conscious of her safety. She wouldn’t let just anyone get close. Somehow this person must not have appeared to be any kind of a threat. Same thing with the judge. He was a cold and snobbish person. And suspicious, I think. So how did he come to eat a nut-laced cookie in a lonely spot?”


  P. J. seemed to be still busy thinking. “Rollie Thorsten wouldn’t notice anything. He made his living from the underbelly of society.”


  “But maybe even Rollie wasn’t foolish enough to go off on a boat with someone who might do him harm. So he mustn’t have been too worried about whoever it was.”


  “Then there’s the cop, Anstruther. Cops are used to crooks,” P. J. said.


  “Uh-huh. Ever see a police officer in a restaurant? Back to the wall. Or scanning the room. They’re wary. But someone took him by surprise in his car. Whoever it is, it’s someone nobody would worry about. And that someone, somehow, goes back to Brugel.”


  “It would be one helluva story, if you’re right. Still not convinced Brugel’s behind it.”


  “Fine. But it’s worth considering. This is one story that would be above the fold.”


  “Can’t argue with that. I’ll dig around a bit to see who might be associated with Brugel, but who might appear to be pretty tame and harmless and not obviously criminal.”


  “Great. Stay in touch. We can brainstorm.”


  By the time we got back to the bench, P. J. decided he would never walk again. I left him panting, and I hoofed it on home.


  
    * * *
  


  “They interrogated you?” Ray said. “I can’t believe they interrogated you. You’re just pulling my leg, Camilla.”


  I was lounging in the bathtub and enjoying his consternation. Ray’s calls and his reactions were two of the reasons I enjoyed the midnight hour. “Well, they did.”


  “Why haven’t you filled me in on this before? It’s not like I couldn’t help you.”


  “I’m sure I mentioned the jokes before. I hardly knew whether it made any sense or not at the time. I didn’t know if it wasn’t just a figment of someone’s imagination, but then today kind of proved it wasn’t.”


  I chose not to bring Bunny into the equation as Ray isn’t that crazy about burglars.


  “I’m going to give Lennie a call anyway, just to get his take on the situation,” he said.


  “You know what? They’re all pretty wrecked because of this young colleague.”


  “You know what, Camilla?”


  “What?”


  “Two points. One: when you say, you know what, you are almost always about to tell me a whopper of some sort or divert me from something that I shouldn’t be diverted from, and two: if this joker is out there and involving you, then you need some kind of protection, and since I’m not there, I’m going to make damn sure that Lennie takes care of that.”


  “But—”


  “Don’t bother arguing. I am fully aware that you’ve left out some key information. I don’t need to know what it is to realize that you’ve done it.”


  “Come on, Ray.”


  “Just don’t insult my intelligence, Camilla, although I know that’s fun for you. My gut tells me you’re protecting someone who may or may not need protecting and that you are as usual needling the local cops for the hell of it. I can accept all these things, but I don’t have to take them lying down.”


  “Are you lying down?” I said, attempting to get the conversation into a more interesting track that wouldn’t involve Leonard Mombourquette or me giving Bunny up to the cops.


  “Are you?” he said after a pause.


  “I am, as a matter of fact, and if you weren’t, you will be when I tell you that Alvin and I went to see the girls practice for the race. It was beyond awesome.”


  “Beyond awesome?”


  Oops. I’d overdone it again.


  “Well, interesting,” I amended.


  “Hey, that’s great. So, tell me, what was their time?”


  Aw, crap. Of course, I hadn’t really understood anything at all about it, and Ray wouldn’t take long to figure that out. “No technical questions, Ray. But I was really impressed.”


  “Camilla?”


  “What?”


  “Promise me you’ll never change.”


  TEN


  
    You’re trapped in a room with a tiger, a rattlesnake and a

    lawyer. Your gun has two bullets. What should you do?

    -Shoot the lawyer. Twice.

  


  I opened my eyes to find Gussie gazing soulfully into them. “Not now,” I said. “It’s too early.”


  Was it my imagination that Gussie seemed to be staring at the clock? The clock in turn suggested it might be eight o’clock. I tumbled out of bed, dislodging Mrs. Parnell’s cat in a pile of sheets.


  Ten minutes later, I’d had the world’s fastest shower, uncovered Lester and Pierre and changed their food and water, fed Gussie, and slipped the cat some tuna as a way of making amends.


  Gussie and I arrived breathless at the dog park. I plunked myself down on a bench and started on the large dark roast coffee I’d picked up at Francesco’s. The cooler weather had carried over, and at least this morning, it was still pleasant enough to drink coffee without dropping ice cubes into it. Gussie joined in with a gang of gangly fuzzy dogs like himself. They romped and barked merrily, and I sipped and thought about bad jokes and deadly jokes, deceased lawyers and cops in the ICU.


  As I took the first sip, I spotted Madame France Cardarelle. She was unleashing a smallish silky dog with delicate features. The dog hobbled off and stood shyly gazing at the gangly crowd before choosing a King Charles spaniel and a pair of miniature dachshunds to hang out with.


  Mme Cardarelle waved and approached me. She was the only person in the dog park dressed in a crisp white shirt and tailored charcoal pants with a snazzy leather belt. I found myself waving back. She sat on the bench beside me. “Coffee,” she said, “what a good idea. I’ll do that the next time too.”


  “What kind of pooch is that?” I asked, pointing at the new arrival.


  “Her name is Lulu,” she said, smiling. “What they call a mix, I believe. Mostly Pekinese, they told me.”


  I paused here. What I really wanted to know was why Mme Cardarelle, who had no pets, was walking a dog early in the morning in a dog park that was nowhere near her home. I’m not that subtle at the best of times and not at all in the mornings. “Are you walking her for a neighbour?” I asked.


  A smile lit up her face. “I am walking her because she is mine.”


  “Yours?”


  “Yes. Imagine. My own little dog. I saw her in the paper. She was advertized by the SPCA of Western Quebec. I read the description, and I saw her beautiful little picture, and I fell in love with her. Those silky ears! I think the person who does those write-ups must have the soul of a poet.”


  “So you drove over to see her?”


  “And I took her home with me the same day. She is eight years old, and that made it hard for her to be adopted. People don’t value old dogs. Or old ladies for that matter. I thought we’d be perfect for each other.”


  “That’s great,” I said. “She looks like a nice pet, although if you don’t mind me saying, you don’t strike me as an old lady. Anyway, in my own experience, many people do value old ladies. They are full of surprises.”


  She said, “Lulu is the first pet I’ve ever had in sixty-five years. Like me, she was in a cage, just wanting to be out and to love and be loved. Your assistant told me that you usually take Gussie here in the morning. I was hoping to introduce you to Lulu.”


  “I was wondering, because you don’t live nearby,” I said.


  “I thought about our conversation the other day and the possibility that someone killed my husband for a joke as you suggested.”


  I nodded. “Not a good way to go.”


  Across the field, Lulu trotted along with the others, not gamboling like the larger ones, but getting the idea that this was a good safe place.


  “You pointed out that I wasn’t grief-stricken. That was true. In fact, I’m not sorry that he’s dead. It’s opened a door for me to enjoy life and be happy with myself.”


  She kept an eye on her new pet as she spoke. “I didn’t hate Robert. They say that the opposite of love isn’t hate, it’s indifference. He had always been indifferent to others, to their needs and their feelings. Although I loved him at one time, I believe you could say I had become indifferent to him.”


  “Do you have any idea who might have hated him?”


  “It must have been someone he met through his work.”


  “Did he talk about his work? Any case that he worried about? A plaintiff? A defendant?”


  She laughed. “Robert wasn’t fearful. He saw himself as right and as unassailable, on almost every issue. It didn’t endear him to people, but he didn’t believe in wasting time on worry. And of course, as I said, he just didn’t care.”


  “What about friends or family?”


  “There wasn’t a tear when he died, Camilla. Do you mind if I call you Camilla? At any rate, no one seemed in the least bit upset. He didn’t have any friends that I knew of.”


  I was pushing my luck when I said, “You could have left him. You would have split the assets. I am sure you would have been all right financially and much better off emotionally.”


  She shook her head. The beautiful bob swayed. “Robert was a man who enjoyed exercising power. I suppose I could have left, but he would have made me pay in some unexpected way. He was not a man to be crossed. So I stayed. From the outside, it may have looked as though I had a wonderful life, but it was anything but that.”


  “Thank you for being candid with me. Even so, I am sorry to have brought the jokes to your attention. He was your husband, after all.”


  She stood up and brushed off the back of her tailored slacks. “Don’t worry about it. I’m glad I met you and Gussie. Perhaps it was unintentional, but you have given me a way to move on. And little Lulu too. I am grateful. If you hadn’t been here this morning, I would have rung your doorbell to tell you that.”


  I said. “In that case, you should consider yourself lucky that you didn’t meet the cat and the birds too.”


  As Gussie and I strolled home, I decided I wasn’t going to let too much more time pass before I moved forward too. This time with the very amiable Ray Deveau.


  I chewed over what Madame Cardarelle had said about her life and marriage. This was yet another aspect of this case in which nothing was what it seemed. What else was there to know about the late unlamented judge?


  
    * * *
  


  I stuck my nose into the Pub at the Perley before heading up to Mrs. Parnell’s room, even though it wasn’t even ten in the morning. I wouldn’t have put it beyond her powers of persuasion to have convinced the administration to modify the opening hours using her “The sun is over the yardarm somewhere in the world” argument. Apparently this hadn’t happened yet. I kept going and found her cheerfully seated in the armchair in her room.


  “Ms MacPhee,” she trumpeted. “Just in time. I’ve printed out some information for you. Judge Cardarelle and Roxanne Terrio are considered to be accidents. Of course, it’s straightforward murder with this Thorsten fellow. And now as you say, there’s this young policeman in critical condition. There’s nothing much on that yet, except for a Facebook group that some of his family members and friends have set up. Seems to be a young man who is loved and admired. I was able to get some photos of him as a result. They’re in your package.”


  “That’s the opposite of Judge Cardarelle. It sounds as though he was feared and loathed pretty much everywhere.”


  “And Ms Terrio? What do you know of her?”


  “Somewhere in between. Kept to herself, but pleasant enough to people she worked with. No friends other than work and estranged from her only sibling.”


  She nodded. “That’s the sort of information that doesn’t appear in print.”


  I picked up the thick wad of paper and flipped through it. Printouts of newspaper stories, mostly. I knew Mrs. Parnell would be nothing but thorough. I said, “The manner of their deaths is quite different. If it weren’t for the jokes, I’d say they have nothing in common.”


  “Were they graduates of the same law school?”


  “The judge and Roxanne went to University of Ottawa, same as me. But Rollie went to school out west somewhere.”


  “Ah well. What do the police think?”


  “They don’t think. Or if they do, they don’t tell me.”


  Mrs. Parnell glowered. “They should. Don’t they know that wars are won or lost based on the choice of allies?”


  “That’s my view too. What about connections between these names and Brugel?”


  “Of course. Why do you think that package is so thick?”


  I had to grin at that. “Spare me the suspense, Mrs. P.”


  “Several connections, one a passing reference. It seems that Roxanne Terrio represented Brugel nearly twenty years back. Were you aware of that?” She took the package back from me and flipped through it until she found the right printout.


  I took the package back and said, “I wasn’t. She must have been fresh out of law school then. I didn’t know she ever did criminal work. Paul and I were admitted to the bar fourteen years ago, and she was a few years ahead of us.”


  “As far as I can tell, he was convicted for aggravated assault in that trial.”


  I glanced over the article and raised an eyebrow. “Looks that way.”


  “I was surprised to read that someone like that would still receive a suspended sentence, even back then,” Mrs. Parnell said. “Aggravated assault is a very serious change. You would think he’d be locked up.”


  “You would. But that was early days for Brugel too. I imagine the judge had no idea he was sentencing a man who would later become one of the worst that Ottawa has to offer. I’ve heard that he got into trouble as a juvenile too, but that information would never be allowed into the record. Those files are sealed.”


  “This young lawyer might have had some idea of what kind of person her client really was.” Mrs. Parnell pursed her lips in speculation. “Perhaps it put her off being a defence lawyer.”


  “It would have put me off.”


  “Do you think, Ms MacPhee, that Roxanne Terrio went into real estate law to avoid dealing with people like this Brugel?”


  “Maybe she did. But if that was her reasoning, it sure wasn’t enough of a strategy to keep her from...” My head jerked at a familiar name buried at the tail end of the story.


  “Something wrong, Ms MacPhee? You look as though something has shocked you.”


  “No kidding. I saw a name I wasn’t expecting.”


  “Who?”


  “None other than our own Sgt. Leonard Mombour-quette.”


  Mrs. Parnell shook her head in consternation. “How did I miss that?”


  “Easy enough. I almost missed it myself. He was Detective Constable Mombourquette back then. He testified at that trial. Roxanne Terrio cross-examined him. So, what do you think about that?”


  
    * * *
  


  The Ferguson family’s cross-legged dog had just managed to get some relief when I heard the whoop of a siren behind me. An unmarked dark sedan with a cherry flasher had pulled up onto the sidewalk. It stopped, and the passenger door opened. I stuck my head in and waved my nasty-looking and pungent plastic bag in the direction of the driver.


  “Hello, Leonard. I see you got my detailed message.” I opened the back door to let Gussie in before I slid into front passenger seat.


  “Don’t even think about bringing that thing in the car.”


  I hopped out and deposited the bag in the nearest garbage can. Gussie took advantage of the moment to scramble from the back seat to join Mombourquette in the front. That didn’t last long. When I got back, Gussie was sprawled over the back seat, and Mombourquette was fuming in the front. Perhaps that’s why he pulled back out into traffic apparently without a glance, causing a screech of brakes behind us. Mombourquette used to be a good driver. I decided that Elaine must be a bad influence on him. Or else my message had made him nervous.


  The guy in the SUV who’d screeched his brakes now laid on his horn and upped the ante by showing us a good view of his upraised middle finger, a mistake as it turned out. On went the siren. The SUV pulled over, and Mombourquette got out, tail twitching.


  I smiled. I planned to enjoy the entertainment portion of the encounter. It hadn’t been a great day, so I felt entitled. Five minutes later, he returned in all his soft, grey glory. He pulled away without incident this time, leaving the driver of the SUV behind, routed and shaken. More fun than television, in my opinion.


  Mombourquette was quiet as he drove.


  I watched and waited. He had that watchfulness that so often predicts trouble. By the time we hit the lights at First Avenue, I caved.


  “So, Leonard. What can you tell me?”


  He turned his beady eyes on me. “What part of leave this to us would be unclear, MacPhee? Do you want to be interrogated again?”


  “Before we go down that path, Leonard, as I said in my message, is there any reason you never mentioned that you were acquainted with Roxanne Terrio? Especially the part where you knew she had defended Brugel in the past— because she would have cross-examined you.”


  Mombourquette has a genius for turning things around to suit his most rodential purposes. “Something just occurred to me, MacPhee. Does this obsession of yours have anything to do with that tame break-in artist you keep around? He was hanging around the courthouse the day they found Rollie’s body. And whenever he’s in the picture, there seems to be a batch of trouble brewing.”


  I did not want Mombourquette connecting Bunny to the jokes or the murders. He’d love to haul Bunny in for questioning on general principles. Of course, I should have counted on his detective’s instincts. Now I tried for a bit of damage control. “First of all, I do not keep a tame break-in artist around. And that’s not fair to Bunny. You’re wrong about him, Leonard. He doesn’t break in to anything any more. He has a wife and child and a good life. Those are three good reasons for him to go straight. He’s even moved to a location where he doesn’t enounter any of the old bad influences.”


  “I didn’t hear anything about a job.”


  “He’s a stay-at-home dad, and he does some part-time work in a framing shop. That’s a job in itself. I told you he has a pre-schooler to look after.”


  “You are such a sucker, MacPhee. So keep this in mind. If I find out that he’s put any kind of a foot wrong, or that he knows anything about Roxanne Terrio that hasn’t been shared with the police, then—”


  “Hang on. Speaking of not sharing, you keep telling me that Roxanne Terrio’s death was an accident. Tragic, but no evidence of foul play at all. Although you distinctly failed to mention that you knew her. So stop trying to sidetrack me with Bunny talk and tell me what’s going on.”


  Leonard gunned it at the intersection and swerved past a Jeep that was taking a broad view of what constituted a red light.


  I said, “Fine, I’ll talk about it then. You know she got a joke.”


  For once Leonard stared straight ahead. “I made it clear that this joke thing is for the birds. And the official finding is that Roxanne Terrio’s death was accidental.”


  Leonard made an abrupt left turn and shot down Third Avenue. He angled the cruiser in front of the driveway of my fussy and officious next door neighbour.


  So call a cop, I thought.


  Mombourquette turned off the engine. “We were an item for a while. It was a long time ago, and it didn’t last, but she was someone I cared about.”


  It took a minute to get my head around that.


  “Okay,” I said after a while. “So did Roxanne have a problem with Brugel after his trial? He got a suspended sentence. Maybe he held her responsible for not getting him off?”


  “He made her nervous. She was afraid of him. And, if you must know, I think that’s why she went out with me. Because I was a cop, and she thought I’d keep her safe, but it wasn’t enough to ease her mind.”


  I decided to push the envelope. “Did you check out the place where she died?”


  Of course he had.


  Another little push. “Do you want to show me?”


  
    * * *
  


  Mombourquette said nothing as he drove over the Portage Bridge to the Quebec side of the Ottawa River. I love crossing the river and don’t do it nearly enough, so I gazed at the scenery while Mombourquette glowered at the wheel and exceeded the speed limit. We headed out through Hull and up toward Gatineau Park. Fifteen minutes later, we were gliding along a wonderful wide parkway fringed by deciduous trees and thick evergreens. Cars were few and far between, although Lycra-clad cyclists laboured up the rolling foothills.


  “It’s around here somewhere. Goddam trees all look alike,” Mombourquette muttered as he peered out the side window. “Give me the city any time.”


  “Watch the road,” I said.


  “Feel like a hike?” he said, pulling over, getting out of the car and stretching.


  “Sure.”


  Gussie felt like a hike too. As we set off along the roadside, a few cyclists passed us, some older people off for a gentle spin, others in colourful gear playing out their Tour de France fantasies.


  Mombourquette could have done with a bit more quality time in the gym, if his laboured breathing was anything to go by. I didn’t think he was a smoker, but he sure wasn’t a mover either. We hadn’t gone far when he stopped at the side of the road. He pointed out a small makeshift memorial marker, the kind you see at the site of road accidents. A wooden cross was stuck in the ground, some fresh flowers suspended from it.


  A stuffed teddy bear leaned against the white cross.


  I scratched my head. “She died here?”


  He turned and glowered at me. I swear he showed his pointy little teeth. Whatever had happened with Roxanne Terrio, it had gotten under his skin for sure. Despite that, I knew he hadn’t constructed that small memorial. Whatever you can say about Mombourquette, and don’t get me started, he is a fine and elegant gardener. He would have done a better job than this.


  I said, “What’s wrong now?”


  “What’s the matter with you, MacPhee? Is everything some kind of weird riddle to you?”


  I thought about that. Was everything some kind of weird riddle to me? I took my time formulating a response. Whatever I answered, Mombourquette would just take it the wrong way.


  “It’s a beautiful place,” I said. “What a shame.”


  “Yeah. Anything else?”


  I glanced at him. What did he want from me? No point in asking. He gets like this sometimes. And it’s not like we’re the best of friends. “To me, seems like a funny place for an accident.”


  “Why is that?”


  I swivelled around, taking in the lush growth, the wide road, the shallow ditch.


  “The parkway is straight here. There is no curve, so no other unexpected cyclist or pedestrian would be appearing as you round a corner. The speed limit is forty kilometres an hour.”


  He agreed.


  “Flat grassy shoulder, nice and wide.”


  “Yup.”


  “So if you had to get off the road in a hurry, you’d either keep going until you could stop or you’d land on the grass. A lot softer than the asphalt, so it’s highly unlikely that she died dodging a dog or a knot of joggers, because there would be plenty of room for everyone.”


  He glared at the grass.


  “And,” I said, “I guess it would make a difference that the road itself is in good shape here. No pot holes, gouges, nothing to destabilize a bike. So what happened?”


  “Goddamned if I know,” Mombourquette said.


  “I suppose there are unpredictable elements, stuff you can’t prepare for. A child could run out, and you’d have to swerve. Leaves on the ground making it slippery. Was it raining that night?”


  “Day. It was in broad daylight. She’d never do anything as risky as riding her bike here in the night. Look around you. This is a place for the day. And no, it wasn’t raining. Calm, sunny.”


  “What did the witnesses say?”


  “Well, that’s the thing, MacPhee. There weren’t any witnesses, were there?”


  “There weren’t?”


  “None.”


  “There’s always lots of traffic around here. In the spring, people are itching to get out on their bikes. Or just to walk. You can see today how many people have passed us, dozens and dozens. On a Saturday, with good weather, there might be five times this many people. Like a highway.”


  “Did I say it was a Saturday?”


  I blinked. “No. I just assumed.”


  “You should know where assumptions get you.”


  Good point. I’d forgotten she’d received a joke at the office. “I should indeed. But she had a legal practice, so I figured the bicycle was either transportation or recreational weekend stuff.”


  “She often went for a ride in the day. The office wasn’t really that far from here. You saw it just took us twenty minutes by car. She had a bike rack, she’d park her car and do a loop, I guess.”


  That was enough information for me to know that Mombourquette had stayed in touch with Roxanne Terrio. Interesting and possibly weird.


  He shrugged. “I guess it only took a second for her to fall over. People came by right afterwards, but by the time they called 911 and the paramedics got here, it was too late.”


  I paused. Weighed my words, because you never knew with Mombourquette. “I’m sorry, Leonard.”


  He turned his head to stare down at the sad little memorial. “Yeah.”


  I gave him a bit of space for a couple of minutes until he jerked his head as if to say “get moving, I haven’t got all day.”


  On the slow walk back, I said, “Hard to believe her helmet wouldn’t have prevented that.”


  Mombourquette said, “She wasn’t wearing her helmet.”


  “Oh. I just… But I thought she was so careful.”


  “She was. But this time she left it in her car.”


  “So why did she leave without it?”


  “I don’t know.”


  “Do you think the jokes have something to do with it?”


  “That’s the thing, MacPhee. Until you told me, that was the first I’d heard about Roxanne receiving a joke.”


  I nodded. “Have you asked yourself why?”


  He hunched his shoulders and kicked at some pebbles at the side of the road. “What the hell do you think? I’m a detective, not a busybody like you. I know how important ‘why’ is. I’ve asked myself over and over. You’re right. Roxanne wasn’t the type to get into any trouble. She wasn’t the type to take a chance. She was lousy in criminal defence because of it.”


  “She was supposed to be obsessed with safety. Do you know why?”


  “In recent years, she was just a bit afraid of life.”


  “But she rode up here on her own without a helmet that day.”


  “Yes. I told you that. You don’t have to repeat everything I say as if you’re giving me a news flash.”


  I took a deep breath. “Fair enough. But in the end, her fears were proved right. She did have reason to be afraid. As did the other people who died or almost died after receiving these jokes.”


  Mombourquette’s nose twitched.


  I said, “We should really try to figure out what they had in common.”


  “I’ve been working on that, MacPhee, being a detective and all. But I’ll be damned if I can see what Roxanne had in common with that crooked lawyer Rollie Thorstein. She hadn’t been a criminal lawyer for years, and as I said, clearly, she was never any good at it.”


  “What about Judge Cardarelle?”


  “He was supposed to be as mean as the day is long. Roxanne was kind and self-effacing if a bit socially awkward.”


  “And Steve Anstruther? He seems a totally different type again.”


  “He is.”


  “How is he doing?”


  “Still in a coma. Anyway, aside from the fact that Rollie and Roxanne both represented Brugel at one time, none of these people had anything in common.”


  “There has to be a connection with the other two and Lloyd Brugel.”


  Mombourquette said, “By the way, Roxanne was a long time before I became involved Elaine. I want you to know that.”


  “Of course. It goes without saying. Well, back to our connections. There’s going to be something. Surely you can find that out, Leonard, being a detective and all. Check out the judge and Anstruther. Even me, since I’m getting the jokes. Of course, my connection with Brugel is fairly obvious. Laurie Roulay. I made sure he got burned by her.”


  I didn’t mention Bunny, as no good would have come of getting Mombourquette hot under the collar about him. As a peace-keeping gesture, I said, “And I won’t mention anything to Elaine. You know that.”


  I guess that did the trick because Mombourquette said, “Steve Anstruther was on the task force that took Brugel down.”


  “Thanks.”


  “I don’t know anything relevant about the judge.”


  
    * * *
  


  Gussie and I were deposited at home first. Mombourquette pulled in and blocked the neighbour’s driveway. Sometimes I think it must be terrific fun to be a cop. Eventually, Mombourquette headed back to the Elgin Street station to continue brooding and to do whatever you do when you have less than a month to work in Major Crimes and some serious crap to deal with.


  “It will take me a week to air out this car after that dog,” he said as I opened the door.


  “Forget about the dog, just don’t forget about Brugel and the judge, Leonard.”


  Mombourquette pulled away from the curb, just as my imperious neighbour descended from her designer front porch about to give him whatfor. He never noticed her, which meant a waste of dramatic and accusatory finger-pointing on her part.


  Oh, well.


  I grinned and headed into the house. By some small miracle, no one was home. No Alvin, no girls, no real estate agents. Just me, the stinky dog, the calico cat and the noisy birds.


  Bliss.


  I made a pot of coffee and sat at the stylish little kitchen table with a pad of paper. I wrote in stream of consciousness the names of every person who I knew to be even peripherally connected to the recent deaths or the people who had died, or in Anstruther’s case been critically injured.


  The victims were on one list. Their nearest and dearest on another. Bev Leclair was on the list. As were Tonya, Alvin, Madame Cardarelle and a dozen or so others. One name reminded me of a line I’d been meaning to pursue.


  Jamie Kilpatrick. A man who was very afraid of something.


  You can’t fault the telephone book as a source of information: in this case, Kilpatricks. The same goes for maps. I had the old phone book because Alvin insists on having the latest for his “work”. Mrs. Parnell just uses the internet. What can I say?


  I found five Kilpatricks in Ottawa. One on Bruyère, J. Kilpatrick, that would be lawyer boy. One in Orleans and one on Island Park. Not likely. Of the others, one was on Carling and the other off Lees Avenue. I just had to check out if any of these addresses featured a small house with a large spreading maple. The same one I’d noticed in the framed photo of Kilpatrick’s grandparents in his office.


  I had plenty to do to keep me busy. I waited until dark, then fished out a dark baseball cap that Ray had left behind on a visit and a dark long-sleeved T-shirt and black chinos. Naturally, my socks and running shoes were black too. I turned off the back porch light and slipped out into the backyard.


  ELEVEN


  
    It shall be unlawful to shout “whiplash”, “ambulance”,

    or “free single malt scotch” for the purpose

    of trapping unwary lawyers in the wild.

  


  Paranoid? Sure, but it had finally crossed my mind that if someone was not only killing off innocent people, but also delivering envelopes to my home without getting caught, then that someone could be watching the house too. I might not have known much about what was going on, but I knew that whoever was behind this was dangerous.


  And may I point out that just because you are pananoid doesn’t mean that Lloyd Brugel might not have an interest in you. After all, I had been receiving these jokes too.


  I hadn’t seen any lowlifes lurking around my place, nor had I spotted anyone who seemed to be watching. But then again, nothing would have surprised me after the weird events that had been happening.


  I managed to haul myself over my back neighbour’s rickety fence and whipped through that yard and along the driveway to Fourth Avenue. Two minutes later, I was on Bank Street walking north. It wasn’t long before I was able to flag a cab. The taxi dropped me off at Mrs. Parnell’s apartment. I checked out her apartment as usual, only this time I picked up the little folder with her vehicle registration and insurance and went straight to the parking garage.


  Mrs. P. had upgraded her vehicle again, and the Altima slid out the door like a pat of melting butter. The Carling area was fairly close, and I chose that first. I drove along the street looking for the first Kilpatrick address. The house seemed right, one of the many one-and-a-half-storey homes built for veterans after World War II, but there wasn’t a mature tree anywhere near it. Next I checked the Island Park address, not expecting that house to pay off. And it didn’t.


  I made a U-turn and headed for the Queensway, the quickest route to Lees Avenue and the Ottawa East address. Five minutes later, I turned on to Beechnut and pulled over. The street had several such post-war houses, some now with second storeys added, but most of the street had kept its character.


  Bingo. I was sure that I was looking at the same house as in the photo, the same massive tree towering over it, no doubt shading it, although at this time of night who could tell. Best of all, a Kilpatrick was listed at that address.


  I got out of the car and glanced around.


  “Here, Rover,” I said. “Where are you, boy?”


  I moved along the sidewalk, checking in front of cars and behind bushes. I whistled and called Rover again. Surreptitiously, I checked inside the cars for signs of anyone who could be associated with Brugel. I knew that they didn’t need to watch a person every minute to pose an effective threat. Every now and then would be enough, something dramatic. I wondered what they’d suggested that had terrified James Kilpatrick.


  “Rover!” I inserted a bit of irritation into my voice. There were no lights on in the house. A FOR SALE sign stood at an angle on the uncut lawn. For sure, Jacki Jewell wasn’t their agent. Had they gone into hiding?


  “You better show up, Rover, or you’re toast.”


  At that moment, a giant dog leapt at me. I fell back on the lawn, and the dog licked my face.


  “You’re not Rover, and you’re not fooling me,” I said, while attempting to push the dog away.


  “I’m so sorry,” a woman’s voice said. “Sultan! Off!” She had a pronounced British accent and was dressed entirely in Tilley wear as far as I could tell.


  Eventually Sultan bounded off, and I struggled to my feet. “Definitely not Rover. But big, a hundred pounds anyway.”


  “One twenty,” she said. “Bernese mountain dog.”


  “Huh.” I brushed the dust off my pants. “I was looking for my dog, but he won’t come. I guess he’ll show up.”


  “Maybe he’s gone over to the dog park in back of St. Paul’s. That’s where Sultan goes when he manages to slip from his lead. Unless he’s just happy to knock people off their pins.”


  “I don’t come to this neighbourhood very often,” I said. “But I remember the Kilpatricks used to live here. Do you know them?”


  “Oh,” she said.


  “Oh?”


  “I suppose you haven’t heard.”


  I wanted to scream “out with it” but I said, “I haven’t heard anything about them for years. My parents know them.”


  “I’m so sorry to tell you this, but they’re dead.”


  “Dead? Really? Both of them?”


  She nodded sombrely.


  I said, “Well, that’s a shame. My father will be quite upset.”


  “It was an awful way to go.”


  “What do you mean? I haven’t seen anything about it in the papers lately.”


  “Well, of course, it was quite a while ago. A year and a half.”


  “What happened?”


  “They were coming home from church. There was a Christmas concert. The Messiah, I think. A drunk driver ran them down.”


  I chose not to let my mind go down the drunk driver path. I kept my focus. “I’m sorry. Were they killed?”


  “Yes.” She gave me a look like I wasn’t all there, which I suppose I wasn’t. I must have had some kind of unacceptable expression on my face.


  “Mrs. Kilpatrick was in the passenger seat. I think she was killed instantly. Her husband never got over it, and a month later he was dead too. It would have been their sixtieth anniversary on the day he died.”


  I glanced at the house and shook my head.


  She had begun to take stock of me, I saw her eyes flick from the dark jacket to the dark pants and back to the baseball cap. Not at all right for a pleasant June evening like this.


  “Thank you,” I said. “I am sorry to hear this. Good evening.” I tried to look normal, but I had a feeling that ship had sailed. I pretended briefly to continue my hunt for the mythical Rover. I could feel the woman’s eyes on my back as I turned the corner, shouting “Rover” once more for good luck.


  
    * * *
  


  Mrs. Parnell never sleeps. It’s one of the things I love about her. I got back into the car as soon as the woman with the Bernese mountain dog disappeared, and I could stop pretending to be looking for my non-existent dog.


  “On the double, Ms MacPhee,” she said when I called and asked her to check on the Kilpatricks’ accident.


  “Thanks, can you call me as soon as you find out anything?”


  “I could email it to young Ferguson if there’s too much to convey by telephone. If you don’t mind waiting, I can see what I can discover with a quick search.”


  I ended the call and had just turned the key in the ignition when I was treated to the flash of rooflights and the whoop of a siren.


  “Good evening, officer,” I said. “What can I do for you?”


  “License and registration, ma’am,” the officer said.


  “Any particular reason?” I asked.


  “We have a report of a person of your description engaged in suspicious activity, ma’am.”


  “Really? And what exactly would a person of my description be? Out of curiosity, officer.”


  “Dark clothing, dark baseball cap shielding face. Engaged in the pretence of searching for a dog.”


  I refrained from asking him where they learned to talk in that alien way. I didn’t feel like ending up at the station again.


  “No law against looking for a dog,” I mentioned.


  “How about loitering with intent?” he said.


  “Ah. But I didn’t have intent, officer. Clearly.”


  “Not yet it isn’t clear, ma’am. License and registration, please.”


  He was actually pretty polite, if a bit wordy. I fished in my pocket for my wallet, pulled it out and extracted my driver’s license. “This may be an embarrassing moment for me,” I said. I opened the glove compartment and pulled out Mrs. Parnell’s registration and insurance packet. “This is actually my friend’s car, but I have borrowed it to do some errands.”


  “That so?” he said.


  “Yes.”


  “You just stay put, ma’am, and I’ll check this out.”


  “Go right ahead. It’s not stolen, if that’s what you’re thinking. I can give you the owner’s telephone number.” Of course, he was out of hearing by then. I imagined he was waiting for me to make a break for it so he could have an exciting arrest or even activate his Taser. I used the time to call Mombourquette at home. Of course, he wasn’t at home, but I had better luck when I tried Elaine’s number.


  “I have half a mind to let them drag you in,” he said.


  “But that would be a travesty of justice, Leonard. Plays badly in the media, harassing citizens for sport.”


  The officer began his slow swagger back to the car, and said, “I need you to step out of the car, ma’am.”


  “Sure thing,” I said. “And I need you to talk to Sgt. Leonard Mombourquette of Major Crimes.”


  “You first, ma’am.”


  That whole thing would have gone better if Mombour-quette had had the basic decency to stay on the line.


  
    * * *
  


  “That all sounds very embarrassing. Uncomfortable too. Of course, you can avoid incidents like that by not dressing up as a break-in artist and setting off the neighbourhood watchers,” Mombourquette said with a typical twitch of his whiskers as we walked out of police headquarters a very considerable time later.


  “Thank you, Ann Landers,” I said as we headed down Elgin Street.


  The June night was warm and once again humid. Elgin Street, just a few short blocks from the station, hummed with people, music and action. We dodged college boys walking three abreast, without regard to us old folks making our slow way along the sidewalk. Knowing Mombourquette the way I did, I wondered if those foolish kids realized the close call they’d just had. Of course, he had me in his sights at that particular moment.


  “You can thank me, MacPhee, because I took time away from Elaine to come down here and explain that you are not a criminal, even though you do a pretty good imitation of one. Lucky they didn’t keep you in.”


  “Last time I looked it wasn’t against the law to walk on a city street. And I already thanked you for coming in, maybe even twice, although it did take you long enough. And, by the way, when you say Elaine, would that be the same Elaine who is not supposed to have Roxanne Terrio mentioned to her?”


  “Don’t push that one too far, MacPhee.”


  “Let’s find a place to sit down and we can talk freely.” I headed into Fresco’s. A couple who had been seated at a table in front of the large windows open to the street rose to leave at just that moment. I like window seats. I always enjoy watching the crowds on Elgin and I often see former clients. A trip down memory lane so to speak. I scored the table. Mombourquette made that right with the hostess.


  Mombourquette got his mitts on two menus, squeezed into his chair and said, “Now that we’re out of earshot, do you want to tell me what you were doing there?”


  “Where?”


  “Now that’s just annoying, MacPhee.”


  “You don’t believe I was looking for my dog?”


  “The dog that’s been home all night with your office assistant? The one that’s not called Rover?”


  “You followed up on me, Leonard? For shame. You really should learn to trust people more.”


  He bristled. “People have been murdered. Do you think that’s a joke?”


  “I don’t actually. In fact, I am taking it much more seriously than you are. And I was checking something out.”


  “I’m waiting.”


  “Okay, you remember the young lawyer assisting Rollie Thorsten?”


  Mombourquette slapped the menu on the table. “Don’t drag this out, okay?”


  Our server arrived, and I ordered a diet cola, because I still had to get back, pick up Mrs. Parnell’s car and return it. Mombourquette had an Upper Canada Pale Ale.


  “Get on with it,” Mombourquette said when the server left.


  “He has withdrawn from the defence, although he’s the only person who really knows whatever final arguments and appeal strategies Thorsten was cooking up. I’m guessing he did all the work. It would have been a great chance to make a name for himself.”


  “He couldn’t really pull off a trial like that alone.”


  “Agreed, but he could have taken it to one of the other local stalwarts. Eisenberg or McCarrol, to name just two.”


  “And he didn’t. Get to the point.”


  “I figure Brugel wants yet another delay so he can frighten off any remaining witnesses, so he orchestrated it. This kid’s scared shitless. He was so nervous that he was dropping papers on the floor when I was talking to him.”


  “You can have that effect,” Mombourquette muttered.


  “Anyway, I figured his grandparents had been threatened. There was a picture of them, and there was something about the expression on his face when I noticed it.”


  Mombourquette rolled his eyes. “And they tell me that cops go off on tangents without evidence.”


  “I just wanted to get a look. See whether anyone was watching the house or if they seemed to be vulnerable.”


  “That was just plain dumb.”


  “I can see that now. Especially since the grandparents have been dead for more than a year.”


  “Oh. So you misunderstood the look on his face. Jumping to conclusions. Why am I not surprised?”


  “I wasn’t just jumping. I was pushed. I think Jamie Kilpatrick wanted me to think that.”


  “Hey, I’m glad that mind-reading hobby you took up is working out well for you, MacPhee.”


  “Cute. He deliberately misled me in a very subtle way. And I’d like to know why that was. Although I have a theory.”


  I glanced out the window at that moment and did a double-take. Was that Ashley and Brittany with a couple of lads? Indeed it was, their heads were thrown back in laughter. A good time was being had by all.


  “What the hell is it now, MacPhee?”


  “It’s—” Before I could say another word, Ashley happened to look my way, although it may have been Brittany. She elbowed her sister in the ribs, and they both turned and stared at Mombourquette. The two girls whispered something to each other, although why anyone would feel the need to do anything but shout on Elgin Street on a summer evening was beyond me.


  Belatedly, I waved. They gave a me a look that could have meant anything and moved along.


  “Who was that?” Mombourquette said.


  “Ray’s kids. They hate me.”


  “I can’t imagine why.”


  “And now apparently they hate you too, Leonard.”


  “Guilt by association. I must find myself some better associates.”


  “Do you think they’ll be all right here? I’m sure Ray doesn’t know they’re partying on Elgin Street.”


  “Aren’t they going to school in Halifax?”


  “Yes.”


  “Halifax is a real party town. Ray must have come to grips with that by now.”


  “I’m not so sure. He thinks they’re studying hard and training for the Olympics.”


  “MacPhee, give it a rest. Now back to this Fitzpatrick.”


  “Kilpatrick. Jamie Kilpatrick. I told you I think he misled me. He figured out that I thought he was afraid for his grandparents, and he decided to let me continue to think that.”


  “You complicate everything so much. Why the hell would this what’s-his-name want to mess with your head?”


  “My best guess? He knows something he shouldn’t. What if he actually spotted Rollie in his car with some associate of Brugel’s? Kilpatrick is smart enough to put two and two together, and he knows that if he says anything, he’ll be next.”


  “These are all speculations on your part. Let us take care of it. If Brugel’s threatening witnesses or even lawyers, we need to follow up. And as irritating as we in Major Crimes find you, we don’t want to end up investigating your murder. We have too much work as it is.”


  “That’s so sweet, Leonard. So you’ll check out my idea about Kilpatrick?”


  
    * * *
  


  It was after midnight when I finally got home after returning Mrs. Parnell’s car and waiting a ridiculously long time for a taxi. Alvin greeted me with enthusiasm for once. “Did you hear the one about the parrot and burglar?”


  I held up my hand in the international symbol for “don’t want to listen to a joke.” I said, “Where are the girls?”


  “Practice, I guess,” he sniffed. “Tomorrow’s the big day.”


  “It’s after midnight, Alvin. If they’re practicing, it’s nothing to do with dragon boats. I saw them on Elgin Street.”


  He shrugged. “I think their teammates were going out for a drink after their session. So what? They’re young. They can have fun. They asked me to go with them, but I wanted to drop in to see Violet at the Perley.”


  “I’ll be glad when she’s home again,” I said, heading off for bed.


  “I almost forgot. Ray called. A couple of times. And someone else too.”


  I ignored the throb in my temple. It had been a long day and I didn’t want to lose my temper. “Who else called?”


  “It’s late. I can’t remember the name. It’ll come to me.”


  “Try to write down messages, Alvin,” I said with admirable calm.


  “Yeah, I did write it down. It’s around somewhere. When I find it, I’ll show it to you. Oh, it was that real estate woman. She wants to speak to you. She says it’s urgent.”


  “Fend her off, Alvin, and I’ll forgive your message-taking lapses.” That was the best I could get out of that conversation. I didn’t care. I didn’t really feel like talking to anyone anyway. Except for Ray. I crawled into bed and pressed 1 on my phone. That was automatically set to call Ray.


  “Hey,” I said.


  “You’re late,” he said.


  “Well, you know.”


  “Did you have a nice evening?”


  “No.” Was there something funny in his voice? Maybe he was just tired. It was an hour later down there. This didn’t seem like the best time to mention I’d spent another spell in the police station discussing my so-called loitering with intent.


  “Anything interesting happen?”


  “Not really. You?”


  “Nope.”


  I decided to change the subject. “Our real estate agent is still trying to hound us. I don’t know how to get rid of her. She keeps dropping in and leaving messages and getting Alvin in a flap.”


  “Did she do that while you were sitting in a bar with some guy?”


  “What?”


  “You heard me. You were seen.”


  I started to laugh. “Your kids ratted me out? That’s hilarious. I wasn’t going to spill the beans on them, and they call you and tell you this. I knew they didn’t really like me. They’re still trying to break us up after all these years.”


  “That’s not the case. They—”


  “Of course, I love it when you’re jealous. For the record, I was having a soft drink with your cousin Leonard.”


  “At midnight in a bar?”


  “Are you listening to me? Your cousin, Leonard? The least attractive man on the planet. No, better make that the—”


  “Why?”


  “Why what?”


  “No games, Camilla.”


  “Fine. There may have been a small misunderstanding about my presence in a certain neighbourhood and Leonard may have had to stick up for me at the cop shop. Nothing serious, really. Then we went off to have a chat. Don’t you feel silly now? Not that I don’t appreciate it and feel flattered. I didn’t squeal on your girls for partying with a crowd of drunken louts.”


  “Promise me that you are not going to get involved with anything dangerous,” Ray said. “Let me hear you say it.”


  “Sure thing. But make sure you get jealous for no reason every now and then. It’s good for my morale. I have a great big smile on my face. You should see it.”


  I wore that smile all night. I was lucky to have Ray. I might have been luckier if he hadn’t lived so far away, but I couldn’t think of anyone else I’d rather be with, even at a distance. With more luck, the girls would grow up, finish university and move to the States or even Europe. Maybe become astronauts. That was worth smiling about too.


  At three o’clock, I woke up in the middle of a dream about Brugel. For some reason, in a serious betrayal by my subconscious mind, I found myself in court defending him against a brace of new charges. “I’m innocent, as you know,” he kept saying.


  My eyes popped open and the dream stayed fresh in my mind. Innocent? Lloyd Brugel? Not bloody likely. I knew he was guilty of the charges he was facing, and I was pretty sure he’d be convicted. Did the dream mean anything?


  By some astounding possibility, was Brugel not the bad guy here? What the hell was my subconscious up to? Just making trouble?


  
    * * *
  


  It was nearly ten in the morning when I thundered into the kitchen. No sign of the two girls who had been so keen to undermine my relationship with their father.


  Alvin picked up where he left off.


  “Good afternoon,” he said. “This will creep you out. So this burglar breaks into a house in the middle of the night. He’s tiptoeing through a dark room when he hears this eerie parrot voice saying, ‘Jesus is watching you’.”


  “Not in the mood for a: burglars b: parrots c: jokes. Especially this week, Alvin. You should be able to understand that.”


  In fact, I knew the joke. It had circulated to great merriment a few years back. I left that out of my comments. Alvin was looking crushed enough, and I was beginning to realize that sometimes I might be a bit rough on him. He sniffed and turned away. I watched his skinny back as he retreated to the kitchen.


  “Fine, I take it back.” I called out kindly. “I’m sorry. Tell your stupid joke, if it makes you happy.”


  At least three minutes passed before Alvin swanned back in and started the joke from the beginning as I bit my tongue. The burglar in this particular joke was pretty snotty, nothing like Bunny.


  “Hang on,” I said, as a feeling of dread swept over me. The hair on the back of my neck prickled. “Where did this joke come from? The internet?”


  Alvin shook his head. “In case you haven’t noticed, I’m a bit too busy lately to waste my time looking for jokes on the computer.”


  “Tell me it’s from a joke book.”


  “If I don’t have time to look up jokes on the net, what would make you think I would go get a joke book? So let me ask you a question, Camilla. Where have we been getting our jokes lately?”


  “Oh, no.”


  “Well, yeah. Except it’s a bit different from the others. It’s not a question and answer sort of a joke and...”


  “It’s a burglar, Alvin. What part of that is unclear to you?”


  Alvin pouted. I ignored him and reached for the receiver which was naturally nowhere near the phone. Instead of hunting for it, I whipped out my cell and pecked out the number of Bunny’s number. Pick up, I thought, pick up pick up. Bunny, Bunny, Bunny, where are you?


  I snapped it closed and tried again. And again. Was he out? Was he avoiding calls? Was he somewhere with blocked reception? My heart thundered. Or was he already dead? That joke ended with a Rottweiler called Hey-soose, which was very bad news for the burglar. Not remotely funny in my opinion, but I asked myself how could that translate into danger for Bunny? What was the joke connection?


  “Dogs, Alvin. How could they kill you?”


  “What?”


  “In the joke, the burglar is about to meet Jesus, pronounced Hey-soose, like the Spanish pronunciation. Only Hey-soose turns out to be a Rottweiler. Okay, dog dangers, fast.” I snapped my fingers.


  Alvin said, “Greyhound bus. Remember that other old joke, just the dog, man. Just the dog.”


  Would Bunny take a Greyhound bus? How could he be enticed onto one? I flicked open the cellphone and tried again with no more success. “I can’t reach him to tell him to be careful. I need to get Tonya’s number. She’ll know how to locate him. She has a hairdressing business called, I think, The Cutting Remarque. “Where did you put the phone book, now, Alvin? It was right here last night.”


  Alvin, pale-faced, produced the phone book, instantly, for once. My fingers actually shook when the phone was answered at the shop. I said, “Tonya please.” Then, “It’s an emergency, can you please get her to the phone.” Followed by, “It’s personal, it’s not Destiny, but it is urgent. Her client can wait one short minute, trust me.” Finally, after a bit more stonewalling by the receptionist, I snapped, “Why don’t you leave it up to Tonya to see if she’ll come to the phone? Hold the receiver for her if you’re so damned worried she’ll get colour on it.”


  Alvin stared at me. I chewed on my lower lip as I waited to see if Tonya would respond.


  “Hello?” she said, fear in her voice.


  “Tonya. I need to know if Bunny’s out of town. I have to talk to him. Did he take a bus?”


  “Who is this?”


  “Sorry, it’s Camilla MacPhee. You know me. I was at your place the other night. I really need to reach him.”


  “Did you try at home? He’s there with Destiny.”


  “He didn’t answer.”


  “Maybe they’re in the backyard. Sometimes Destiny has a morning nap. He might turn the phone off not to wake her up.”


  “Is there another number where I could reach him?”


  She hesitated.


  I said, “If he has a cellphone, I really have to get that number.”


  “He doesn’t want me to give it out.”


  “Tonya, that doesn’t apply to me.”


  A pause. “I can’t give it to you. I’m not going to.”


  “Fine. Can you call him and tell him to contact me right away on my cell. He has the number. I need to talk to him urgently.”


  Tonya’s voice had developed a little shake. “What is going on? I’m going to go home right now.”


  There was no point in dragging her into it. One more person who could be in danger. “I’m sorry, I don’t mean to alarm you. He has my number. Please, just ask him to call me, that’s all.”


  As she hung up, I said to Alvin. “We have to get to Bunny’s place, now. You’d better come with me in case.”


  “In case what?” Alvin said.


  “I don’t know. In case of something awful.”


  Gussie perked up.


  I said, “No, not you, Gussie. We have enough dog trouble.”


  TWELVE


  
    You’re supposed to be a first-rate lawyer! If I give you $5000,

    will you answer two questions for me?

    -Sure thing. What’s the second question?

  


  One minute later, Alvin shot out of the garage in the Acura. I leapt into the passenger seat, and we careened down Third Avenue, heading for Barrhaven. I used the time to keep trying to reach Bunny.


  No answer.


  I had tried twenty times by the time we screeched to a halt in front of Bunny and Tonya’s tidy townhouse on Parkview Circle. I jumped out while Alvin kept the car running. I rang the bell and pounded on the metal front door for emphasis.


  Nothing.


  I glanced around. Something was different. What?


  “Alvin, what do you see that’s changed here?”


  “Well, the pink tricycle’s gone.”


  “Right. Maybe they went for a—”


  An apple-cheeked young woman emerged from the house across the street. She was pushing a baby stroller the size of a subcompact car. She paused by a leafy maple tree and looked up. I dashed across the street.


  “Rotten squirrels,” she said. “They’re always plotting to get my birdfeeder.”


  “That’s a shame,” I said. “I’m looking for my friend, your neighbour across the street. I need to get some papers to him quickly and I’m late. Any idea where he and his little girl would go with the tricycle?”


  She smiled trustingly. “Bunny and Destiny will probably be at the park. It’s not far. Just go back to the corner and hang a quick right then a left. You can’t miss it.”


  A lovely person, so far not acquainted with the evil ways of the world. I really should have told her not to give that kind of information to a total stranger.


  Alvin had heard and moved the Acura closer. I hopped back in the car, and we peeled rubber getting to the park. “I hope to hell,” I said, “that it’s not a dog park. Can’t you go any faster?”


  “Not without getting airborne,” he grumped.


  Bunny was pushing Destiny on the swings when we panted up to him.


  “Hey! What is it, Camilla?” he said.


  “Push, Daddy!”


  Bunny pushed.


  “I need to talk, privately,” I said.


  “Daddeeee, push!”


  Bunny gave the swing a mighty shove and Destiny squealed as the swing soared high.


  “Take over, Alvin, and keep an eye out for dogs,” I ordered. “Bunny, come here.”


  Bunny followed me. “What?”


  “Why don’t you answer your phone? What is the matter with you? I’ve been trying to reach you.”


  “Lots of people try and reach me, but you know I’m trying to leave my old life behind and be a family man. People say they just want to talk, just need a favour, just going to take a minute and the next thing you know you’re—”


  “Okay, don’t tell me that. I don’t need to know about anything illegal, and I take your point about moving on. But we got another joke. Did you get it?”


  “No. Oh, maybe Tonya took it.”


  I kicked myself for not grilling Tonya about this. I should have known.


  “I got a burglar joke.”


  “What?”


  “Push me higher, Daddy!”


  I spoke clearly and distinctly. “I received a burglar joke.”


  Bunny turned the colour of old library paste, more grey than white. “But they’ve all been lawyer jokes. Why would you get a burglar joke?”


  “I don’t know, Bunny. I don’t really know what this is all about, but I think you are going to have to be careful.”


  “I am careful. I’m a stay-at-home dad. We go to the park, we read Dr. Seuss, we colour in little books. I put in a few hours a week at the framing shop. How can I be more careful than that?”


  “I don’t know. Is this a dog park?”


  Bunny stared at me.


  “Daddeeeee!”


  “A dog park? Why?”


  At the edge of the park, a man in a baseball cap was just arriving with a large frolicking mixed-breed. “So that probably means yes,” I said. “We have to get out of here.”


  Bunny grabbed Destiny from the swing, setting off a series of howls that drowned out our conversation for several minutes.


  “Get in the car,” I yelled and popped the tricycle in the back seat. “We’ll get you home and try to figure out what to do.”


  Destiny screamed the entire time. Bunny did his best to cuddle her and croon soothingly.


  As we pulled into the driveway, I said, “Destiny!”


  She stopped shrieking and stared at me, her huge eyes even larger than before.


  “When I was a little girl…”


  Destiny’s stare turned to a frown. Perhaps she didn’t believe I’d ever been a little girl. Maybe she was worried that little girls could turn out like me. I didn’t let her expression stop me. I repeated, “When I was a little girl my sisters used to make me a tent with the dining room table, and if I was very quiet, they used to let me eat my lunch there.”


  Mostly so they could have quality time with their boyfriends, but never mind. I’d loved the magic world the blankets created the instant they were tossed over a table. I kept talking as we scurried toward the house.


  “Do you want to make a tent?” I said to Destiny.


  “I am so jealous,” Alvin said.


  I asked, “Are you allowed to do that?” I felt fairly certain that with Tonya as a mother, she wasn’t.


  “It’s a special treat,” Bunny said. “Just for today. Don’t tell Mommy.”


  Destiny sniffed. “Tomorrow too?”


  Bunny said, “All right. Tomorrow too. And the next day, because you were a very good girl and came right home.”


  A good girl? There was still more proof that I’d never make much of a parent, although I was proud of remembering the tent trick.


  The child bought into this idea. “Destiny is a very good girl.”


  Destiny took Bunny’s hand as we walked into the house. I returned the tricycle to its regular parking spot in the walkway. The front door hadn’t even been locked. What had Bunny the burglar been thinking? I secured the door behind us and tapped my toe until he was ready to talk. Bunny busied himself using a blanket to make the tent. He said, “I never thought of that. What a great idea.”


  I knew that Bunny’s childhood had not included playtime, parks or reading with a stay-at-home parent. And apparently no tents using dining room tables. But then he’d done more parenting for his alcoholic mother than he’d ever received. There was something comforting about seeing that this pattern was changing with Destiny. If Bunny could stay alive, that is.


  “Okay,” I said in a low voice when he finally joined us. “We’re going to get you out of here without anyone knowing. I need a plan. And it would help if you would be straight with me about who might be behind all this.”


  Bunny shook his head frantically. “I have no idea who’s behind it. But anyway, we can’t leave here. We’ll be safe if we stay in the house.”


  I hated to burst his balloon, but I said, “Remember Rollie? Roxanne? Judge Cardarelle? And now Anstruther. They thought they were safe too. If it’s Brugel, he’s capable of anything. You should know that. He’s obviously engaged accomplices who appear to be trustworthy.”


  Bunny said, “But…”


  “We need to let the police know you’re involved, Bunny. We can’t take any more chances.”


  “No police! No. They’ll take Destiny away. What are you doing, Camilla? I trusted you and—”


  Alvin said, “They won’t take her away, Bunny.”


  I bit my lip. I wasn’t so sure. If the wrong cop showed up, then connected with CAS, and if Bunny seemed to be involved with a crime and not a fit parent, who knew what could happen, at least in the short term.


  “Fine,” I said. “Pull yourself together. Leave it with me. I know who to call.”


  Elaine picked up the phone on the tenth ring. “I can’t talk to you now, Camilla. I’m having my carpets cleaned.”


  “It’s incredibly urgent.”


  “Call me back. I can’t hear you anyway over the sound of the machinery. It’s like being in a tornado.”


  That was true enough, because even over the phone line the racket from the carpet cleaning procedure was clearly audible.


  “Bunny’s in danger,” I shouted.


  “What?”


  “Bunny’s in—” I was counting on the fact that Elaine loved Bunny as much as I did.


  “Actually I heard you. My eardrum is still suffering from it. What kind of danger?”


  “You’re not going to believe this.” I moved into the living room to be more private, although I was almost shouting.


  “Try me. Wait a minute,” I heard her bellowing in the background. “Joe, can you turn off the equipment for a minute. I have an emergency call here.”


  It took a while to fill her in on the background of the new and obscure but creepy threat to Bunny. His fear that Destiny would be taken away from him if the cops got involved.


  “You’re right, that is unbelievable, Camilla. Why would anyone do such a thing? It sounds like a straight-to-DVD movie.”


  “I know how weird it seems.”


  “Even so, I think you should tell Leonard.”


  “Leonard’s aware. But not about Bunny. I don’t want to draw attention to him. You know how hard he’s trying to go straight. And there’s Destiny, remember.”


  “Of course, I remember,” Elaine said with what sounded like a flash of irritation. “But really, Leonard would appreciate that. He wouldn’t put that little family at risk. He’s very kind-hearted.”


  I stifled a snort. Kind-hearted Leonard, my fat fanny. I’d heard his remarks when we saw Bunny in the courthouse. Never mind, love is blind. And Elaine is stubborn by anyone’s standards.


  “Leonard’s not the only problem. The police just aren’t taking it seriously at all. Maybe because of the jokes. Who can blame them? Lots of the guys in Major Crimes had a real hate on for Thorsten, seeing as he’d sunk so many of their cases.”


  “I don’t know what you think I can do,” Elaine said grumpily, “with wet carpets and all that. Anyway, the whole thing sounds totally paranoid and otherwise crazy too. Have you been mixing medications, Camilla?”


  If there is one thing I have learned from my sisters, it’s how to guilt trip people. I usually try to avoid this. However, the situation called for desperate measures. I lowered my voice.


  “I don’t take medications, and you know it. This is Bunny, Elaine. Paranoid crazy idea or not, you should want to help. You want to go together to his funeral? You could do a touching eulogy. Dead at twenty-nine? Never had a chance in this cold and uncaring world where even social work professionals refused to—”


  “Cut it out,” Elaine snapped. “That’s not fair. Bunny’s not going to die.”


  “But that’s the thing, Elaine. He is. And he will. Maybe his sweet little family too.” I didn’t look in Bunny’s direction. I heard him dash from the kitchen into the dining area where Destiny was once again playing happily under the tent.


  “Let’s go downstairs to the playroom, pumpkin,” Bunny was saying. “Away from the windows.”


  Destiny began to wail. “I want to stay here, Daddy. You’re ruining everything today.”


  “That is so unfair,” Elaine said. “Emotional blackmail. Call 911, Camilla, and stop jerking people around.”


  “911 will only be a stalling technique. Listen, who’s doing your rugs? Did I hear you say Joe?”


  “Joe Jeremiah. He always does them. You know that.”


  I also knew that Joe Jeremiah owed Elaine beyond bigtime for the work she’d done as a social worker with his two crazy teenage boys back in the day, before they became more or less solid citizens. Better yet, he’d always been grateful to me for the legal work I’d done for those out of control offspring.


  “Put him on,” I said, loudly, because Destiny was screaming at the top of her lungs that she did not want to leave her tent.


  I heard a loud sigh from Elaine. That was a good thing. A short chat with Joe Jeremiah confirmed that he could be with us in about an hour earliest or an hour and a half latest. I was grinning as I hung up. Of course, that was until Tonya burst into the house.


  Great. One more target for whoever was behind this.


  Tonya ignored me and got straight to the point of pounding on Bunny’s chest. By the time Alvin and I intervened, she had him slammed against the wall.


  “Family violence, Tonya,” I said. “Bad experience for the child.”


  She shrieked, “Putting my baby in danger. That’s worse.”


  She turned to see Destiny, who had stopped screaming and was standing staring, her thumb in her mouth, fat tears running down her cheeks. Tonya choked out, “Go play, honey, Mommy wants to talk to Daddy.”


  “You’re hurting him.”


  “No, no, it’s just…” Tonya sank onto the chair and put her head in her hands. “It just looks that way.”


  Alvin took Destiny’s hand. “Do you have any Frosted Flakes?”


  Destiny nodded.


  “Do you have any Count Chocula?”


  Another nod.


  “What about Pop Tarts?”


  “Yes.”


  Alvin said, “No one will mind if we eat them now. Let’s mix them all together. We could put the Pop Tarts on top.”


  “I want the biggest bowl,” Destiny said.


  I turned to Bunny and Tonya and said, “You two better pull yourselves together. This is serious, Tonya. If you touch Bunny like that again, you will find out how the courts view a mother hitting her spouse in front of her child.”


  Tonya said, “What’s so urgent, Bunny? Why is Camilla so worried? What have you done now?”


  Bunny wrapped his arms around Tonya, who sat shaking on the sofa. “But, Camilla, Tonya was just upset. She thinks I put Destiny in danger. I don’t know how I did, but I understand how she was feeling. She’d do anything to protect our daughter.”


  “Yeah well, understand this, Bunny: if you want to protect your daughter, don’t ever let her see you accept violence to your person because someone else doesn’t like what you’ve done. You both sent some powerful messages today, and you’d better make goddam sure you send better ones in the future. I’ll have Elaine Ekstein talk to you as soon as this is over. She’ll chew your ears off. It will serve you both right. Now, get upstairs and pack up what the three of you need for a few days, maybe even a week. Clothes, toiletries, medicines, toys, books, the works. Make-up, I suppose, for Tonya. Don’t leave anything important behind.”


  Bunny said, “But where are we going?”


  “I’m working on that.”


  Tonya said, “And how?”


  “Don’t ask.”


  
    * * *
  


  I took Alvin aside while Bunny and Tonya were packing. Destiny joined them to pack a bag for her dolly. Alvin had been asked to dollysit in the meantime.


  “Alvin, it just occurred to me that even if we get them out of here, there might be some kind of an attempt. Especially as no one will know that they aren’t here.”


  “And what can we do about that?”


  “Surveillance.”


  “You mean we should watch the house?”


  I looked at his unmistakable beaky profile. “Nah. We’d get spotted, and anyway, we need to be free to get around. But remember, Justice for Victims had that surveillance camera when we were worried about clients being harassed?”


  “Sure. I remember it. It’s in a box in the basement along with a bunch of other junk.”


  “That device needs to be plugged into an electrical outlet and attached to some kind of recorder.”


  “It’s old, so I think there should be a VCR with it in the box.”


  “Great. That one will do for the backyard. And we’ll need something for the front too. We should mount it somewhere with a clear view of the front door, but at an angle so we might be able to catch a glimpse of a face. That maple across the way should be perfect. Our joker might be expecting some security at the house, but probably not from across the street.”


  Alvin peered out the window and nodded. “We had two cameras, but one didn’t work. Anyway, there’s nowhere to plug it in over there.”


  “Never mind. I’ll stay here for a while, and you head out as fast as you can. Grab the one from the basement and swing by Spytech on Bronson and pick up a model that’s battery-powered, that will record from a distance. I’m sure they make them now. I don’t care how much it costs, but we have to be able hide them quickly. I’ll call and have them get something ready, and I’ll give them my credit card number. You just have to pick it up and get it here as fast as possible.”


  “And then what are we going to do?”


  “Our joker might make a move. It would have to be either the front door or the back. With luck we’ll get an image. This could be the break we’ve been waiting for.”


  Alvin abandoned the doll to me and made tracks.


  I said, “I’ll be watching from the window until you get back.”


  
    * * *
  


  Alvin returned in very good time, obviously having violated the highway code in transit. He had two smallish boxes and some instructions. He said, “This model’s new. It works on batteries, and it should be good for about ten hours. It saves the images to DVD. It’s really neat. It cost enough, but—”


  I said, “You did well.”


  As Alvin installed the old camera near the back door, well-hidden behind a lattice with a climbing rose, I took the new gear, motion detector camera, battery pack and recorder from their packaging and stuck them in my purse. I headed across the street, where the apple-cheeked young mom was arriving home with her sleeping baby in the stroller.


  She said, “It takes him forever to fall asleep.”


  I smiled. “Your bird feeder looks like it’s about to fall down. Would you like me to fix it for you?”


  “Oh, thank you,” she grinned. “There’s a ladder by the garage. Since the baby came, I find I can’t keep up with things. Would you mind refilling it with seed when you’re up there? The squirrels knock it sideways and eat most of the seed. It’s impossible to keep it filled.”


  I followed her to her cheerful red front door and took the plastic bucket of birdseed. I climbed the ladder and quickly attached the motion detector camera on a branch about eye level. I thought it afforded a good view without being easily seen itself. I climbed higher, refilled the bird feeder and returned the bucket to the front step. There was a reasonable chance that anyone watching me would have been fooled into falling for the bird feeder trick.


  Back in the house, I positioned myself to keep watch in the front window until Joe Jeremiah arrived. His white van with its grinning bullfrog logo pulled up to Bunny’s place. I opened the door, and he backed the van right into the garage. Tonya, Bunny and Destiny were waiting out of sight as instructed.


  Joe approached me on the doorstep and nodded politely. I nodded back, also politely, held the front door open for him and pointed inside.


  Alvin ignored him and headed for the car. If anyone was watching, they should take us all for complete strangers. So far so good.


  “What now?” Alvin said as we pulled away.


  “Joe will spend the amount of time in the house that he normally would for a rug-cleaning job. He’ll probably really clean the rugs too.”


  “They seemed spotless to me. I think you could probably eat on them.”


  “That’s Tonya. But he’ll do it. That way it will sound right to anyone keeping watch on the house. I don’t think they will try anything with Joe Jeremiah on the premises.”


  “No kidding. The guy’s a giant.”


  “When he’s done, he’ll get the three of them and their bags into the back of the van where the machinery is, without having them be visible to anyone who is watching the place.”


  “Is that possible?”


  “That’s why he backed right into the garage. When he leaves, he’ll make a big show of waving to them as though they’re still there.”


  Alvin nodded and thought hard for a minute. “But what if the person is smart enough to catch on and follow them?”


  “That person will have to be very lucky to catch up with Joe Jeremiah if he doesn’t want to be caught up with.”


  
    * * *
  


  I wasn’t expecting Mombourquette’s voice when I picked up.


  “Sorry to disappoint you, MacPhee,” he said.


  “Disappoint me about what?”


  “For starters, your nutty idea that James Kilpatrick might have witnessed something about his boss’s murder.”


  “Why?”


  “Because it turns out that this Kilpatrick was a witness to something else entirely.”


  “What’s that supposed to mean?”


  “It means there was some kind of an argument near his home with some neighbours, and he was drawn into it somehow and one of them is a bit unstable and she accused him of threatening her.”


  “Threatening her? Kilpatrick? Are you pulling my leg?”


  “Nope.”


  “Well, that’s laughable. Kilpatrick couldn’t threaten a hummingbird. Have you seen him? He looks like a stick drawing.”


  “So I gather, but a couple of uniforms were dispatched, and I guess they thought he got a bit lippy. All to say he ended up cooling his heels at the station. He was in an interrogation room screaming about a lawsuit at the key times between when Rollie Thorsten was last seen and when he died.”


  “He has my sympathy then. I’ve been on the wrong side of your interrogation rooms, and I know how you guys can trump things up.”


  “So here’s my point, MacPhee. We are on it. And you are not.”


  “Well, thank you, Leonard. I appreciate your keeping me up to speed.”


  “No need to be sarcastic,” he said and hung up.


  
    * * *
  


  Although I knew deep down Mrs. P. would give thumbs up to my plan, I wanted to clear it with her first. But she didn’t answer her phone. She didn’t answer her cell either. Perhaps she was having her daily visit to the Physical Terrorist as she called the excellent young man who was helping her get her groove back.


  I checked with the nursing station to see if she could be tracked down. Surprisingly, someone answered and suggested that Violet must be outside on a Benson &Hedges break.


  At that moment, my own cellphone rang and I snapped it open. “Yes.”


  Joe Jeremiah said, “Heading out to my next appointment.”


  “That’s great.”


  “Thanks for the referral. I hope you and your friends are happy with the job I did.”


  “I imagine they are.” I tried not to picture Bunny, Tonya and Destiny wedged in the back of the truck for the mystery trip with Joe who usually drove like the hounds of hell were after him. And for all we knew, they were.


  I added, “Did you have any trouble getting into the place we discussed without being seen?”


  “Are you kidding? I could get into 24 Sussex if I tried. Piece of cake.”


  Maybe, as Elaine suggested, I was paranoid, but I wasn’t giving details out loud in my car. There was no way anyone could have known about Joe and his secret mission, but still. I wouldn’t put it past Brugel to arrange to have my car bugged. He wouldn’t be hampered by pesky legislation like the police would be. Anyway, everything about this case was so bizarre and creepy that I thought it better to be discreet.


  Joe would have been buzzed in to the garage of Mrs. P.’s building by the super. He would have transported Bunny, Tonya and Destiny safely to her empty apartment. I imagined that Bunny and Tonya would be dressed as workers. Maybe Destiny would be undercover with his equipment. I was glad that the super had been willing to say yes to my request for the locked service elevator so that Mrs. P.’s carpets could be cleaned during her absence.


  “Always glad to help Violet out,” the super had said. I knew the same wouldn’t apply to me.


  Joe was still speaking. “I made sure none of those close-circuit security cameras caught their faces.”


  “Thanks, again, Joe. I owe you.”


  “You don’t owe me nothing. A father never forgets,” Joe said before ringing off.


  I said to Alvin, who was chewing his nails. “The package has been delivered. Now we just have to take care of that other small matter.”


  “What matter?”


  I mouthed, “The dog.”


  Alvin gazed at me more blankly than usual.


  I mouthed “In the joke.” Alvin continued to looked unutterably baffled. Before I could clarify, my cellphone rang again. With luck it would be Bunny telling me his family was enjoying a comfortable stay in Mrs. P.s place. I hoped she hadn’t cut back on her extended cable package. But of course, it wasn’t Bunny. He’d hardly have been settled in.


  “Ray!” I said. “How um…”


  “Right, it’s definitely um.”


  “Cute. Even at a distance.”


  “That’s me. My kids are cute too. Or they used to be, anyway. I’m just checking to see that’s still true.”


  Oh, right. The girls. I hadn’t been paying much attention to them what with all the murder and mayhem and the fact that they’d once again tried to make trouble between me and Ray. Of course, Ray didn’t know anything about Bunny’s getaway. For sure, he wouldn’t want Brittany and Ashley caught up in whatever was going on.


  He didn’t usually call during the day, but I guess there are different rules for parents.


  “Can I talk to them?”


  “Well, they’re not here. I’m not home.”


  “I figured that. I called there first.”


  “Right. Alvin and I are on an errand. The girls aren’t with us. They’ll be…” I thought hard. Where would they be? Yet another practice? Alvin probably knew. Was I supposed to keep up with their every move? Was that one of the things that other people seem to know instinctively? That you have to keep an eye on teenage girls who are larger and stronger and most definitely meaner than you are yourself? Was there a human being less suited to being a stepmother than me? Off the top of my head, I couldn’t think of one.


  “Where?” said Ray with that tone he gets.


  “Getting ready for their race.” I felt pretty safe with that response. They seemed to be practicing all the time. Well, maybe not practicing, but doing something to keep out of the way. Up until this moment, I’d thought that was a good thing.


  “So they’re gone already.”


  “That’s what I thought,” I fibbed. “Something with the team anyway. Working out, whatever. They all seem to be quite friendly.”


  “They are. They all had…” Ray cleared his throat. “They each lost a mother or an aunt to cancer. It gives them a special bond.”


  “Oh right,” I said. “It would.” I felt like banging my head on the steering wheel. My mother died when I was born, but it didn’t mean I couldn’t imagine what it would have been like to have known her and lost her.


  “I was calling just to wish them luck. They’ll be pretty excited about the race, and I might not have access to a phone during this course.”


  Right. The damned course.


  He said, “ So I was calling to talk to you too, by the way.


  Although that’s not always straightforward.”


  “It isn’t? Hey, why are you laughing, Ray?”


  “No reason.”


  “Okay. I’ll tell them you called.”


  “Sure thing.”


  “Bye, Ray. I’ll miss talking to you this weekend.”


  “Bye, Camilla.”


  Alvin glanced over as I clicked off and frowned. I said, “Am I supposed to be watching Ashley and Brittany?”


  “They are over eighteen. Adults, and pretty independent adults at that,” Alvin said. “Why?”


  “Maybe I’m falling down on the job. This whole joke nightmare has been pretty intense and distracting. I should have been thinking more about them and keeping a closer watch on them while they’re here.”


  “I imagine they’re glad you are distracted.”


  That struck me as suspicious. “Why do you say that? Do you think they’re up to something?”


  “No.”


  “Do you think Ray thinks they’re up to something?”


  “I think parents always assume you might be up to something.”


  I said, “Humph. Well, I know for sure that sisters do.”


  My sisters have always stuck their noses into every aspect of my business. They are truly unclear on boundaries. I didn’t want to be like them, but I wasn’t sure exactly what Ray wanted from me. Understanding family dynamics has never been my forte. Even if it had been, I had way too much to think about without adding the girls to the package.


  Still, I did wonder how Alvin seemed to naturally pick up on these things.


  “Okay, well, that’s enough about that. We have to figure out what to do about you know who. He can’t stay you know where for sure.”


  Alvin stared at me and wrinkled his beaky nose. “There you go again, not making any sense. By any chance, have you lost your you know what?”


  I made what I thought could be a universal symbol for “maybe someone has bugged our vehicle.”


  Alvin countered with the universal symbol for “you’ve lost your marbles” and upped the ante by mouthing the words paranoid paranoid paranoid, followed by the phrase “just plain nuts.”


  I did my best to mouth back, “Just because you’re paranoid doesn’t mean they’re not out to get you.”


  He countered with, “Just because they’re out to get you doesn’t mean you haven’t lost your marbles.”


  
    * * *
  


  Back at the house, Alvin busied himself on a baking bender. He was testing a traditional recipe for scones to see how it compared to the Fergusons’ favourite. I wasn’t sure where that left the chowder project. Never mind, I like scones, so I was willing to show support for either food group. In the meantime, I was feeling restless. Where was Bunny? Why didn’t anyone ever phone me back? I checked out the house and located all the wayward phone receivers, two in the girls’ room and one in the bathroom. I paced waiting for the phone to ring. Of course, I wouldn’t have answered the phone if I’d known it was Jacki Jewell. I was hoping for Bunny and some signal that things were all right.


  “I visited your house yesterday,” she accused.


  “Did you?”


  “It’s still full of suitcases and sports gear. Running shoes everywhere. Unmade beds, towels on the floor.”


  I waited.


  “And boxes of feminine products in clear view,” she added pointedly.


  I said, “I have visitors. I’m sure I told you that. My friend’s daughters are with me. They’re here for the Dragon Boat Festival.”


  “It’s just that I can’t show the house when it’s like that. Surely you are aware that neat, uncluttered houses sell faster and get a better price.”


  “Just tell them I have visitors. What are you so worried about?”


  “Camilla, it’s a buyers’ market now. Even though you have visitors, any potential purchaser is going to look around and decide you don’t have enough storage if there’s not space for their clothes and suitcases and toiletries.”


  “There’s plenty of storage.”


  “Well, you must insist that your guests use it.”


  I had a difficult enough relationship with Ashley and Brittany without adding housekeeping inspection to my routine. Besides, there were few humans who cared less about maintaining a spotless abode than I did. And oddly enough, I felt that the girls didn’t merit this kind of overbearing behaviour.


  “Look. Why don’t you wait until they’ve gone back to Nova Scotia and then bring people around?”


  “It’s not that simple.” I noticed that Jacki Jewell had developed a slight edge to her voice in the course of our conversation. I wondered if I should suggest that she try to work on that.


  “It’s simple, really. They’re guests and they’re young, and I’m not going to hound them about their stuff.”


  “Here is the situation: I have potential purchasers in town. They have cash, they love the Glebe and they need to find a place quickly and oddly enough, as they adore Italy, they may not even mind the murals.” I suspected Jacki paused to shudder delicately. “But they don’t have children, and she’s quite fastidious and so far storage has been an issue with them in all of the places we’ve visited. You take my point.”


  “I do, and I hope you take mine. I don’t plan to tie myself in knots over the house.”


  “Fine,” she snapped. “I’ll bring them over, but it’s probably a complete waste of time.”


  Somehow I felt it wasn’t really fine, but that was so not my problem. The house could sell whenever. Or never. Jacki Jewell and my sisters could go up in flames over it if they wanted to. I definitely had other fish to fry.


  And other calls to answer. “Elaine? What is it? Are you crying? Calm down!”


  “Oh, my god, Camilla! Have you been watching the news?”


  “Since when do I watch the news? Why are you asking? Is there some political bullshit going down? A big announcement by some level of government? I have a lot of more important stuff happening here.”


  “Bunny.”


  “What about him?”


  I heard a lot of snuffling down the phone line.


  “Elaine. Pull yourself together and tell me. What about Bunny?”


  “I saw it on television. Why didn’t I listen to you? How could I be so selfish? What was I—?”


  Elaine blubbering was a truly disconcerting phenomenon. I said as calmly as I could. “You what exactly?”


  “His house. I recognized it. Little Destiny’s bike is still lying on the path,” Elaine wailed. “You were right, Camilla. Bunny’s beautiful little house burned to the ground. Nobody could have gotten out alive.”


  THIRTEEN


  
    What is the biggest difference between

    a tick and a lawyer?

    -A tick will fall off when you die.

  


  Even from the kitchen, Alvin heard Elaine wailing over the phone. He stuck his head around the corner of the kitchen.


  I said, “That’s shocking, Elaine, but Bunny and his family weren’t there. You know I got Joe to take them to a safe place.” I hadn’t told her where Joe Jeremiah had taken Bunny and his family in case she accidentally spilled the beans to Mombourquette.


  “Are you sure they didn’t go back? I don’t see how anyone could survive an inferno like that.”


  “Trust me, they’re all right.” I aimed a calming gesture at Alvin, who was swaying in alarm.


  “The entire house is destroyed,” Elaine said with a catch in her voice. “Everything. They’re still fighting the fire. The neighbouring families had to be evacuated. And a woman was taken away by ambulance.”


  I sat down.


  “I’ll never forgive myself for not taking you more seriously. Oh my god, Camilla. Do you think it was Tonya? I talked to Joe Jeremiah after his, um, task, and he said she didn’t really want to go with him. The little girl was crying too. What if they went back?”


  The same thought had run through my mind. Destiny crying for her doll. Tonya insisting that she needed certain clothing or toiletries. Bunny deciding he couldn’t live without some watercolour.


  “Elaine, talk to Leonard. Make him find out what they know about that woman. It’s important.” Elaine likes a mission and she was off on this one.


  Alvin grabbed my arm. “Lord thundering Jesus, what is it, Camilla? Are you trying to drive me crazy?”


  “Bunny’s house burned to the ground. Elaine is afraid Bunny and his family might have gone home for some reason because emergency workers took a woman, injured or dead, from the house.”


  Alvin goggled. “Burned?”


  “Yes.”


  “To the ground?”


  “Yes.”


  “And a woman may have died?”


  “Exactly. It’s too horrible to imagine. What if it was Tonya?”


  “But we got a joke. The joke didn’t say anything about fire. It was a dog. We were supposed to be worried about a Rottweiler named Hey-soose.”


  “The whole point of that joke is the burglar meets his maker, and the maker is a surprise. I’m going to head out and try to check up on Bunny. You better go see if you can retrieve that surveillance camera without the police catching on.”


  
    * * *
  


  It seemed like a year had passed before I pulled up into the parking lot of the building on Clearwater Crescent. I stayed out of sight behind a pillar in the garage for a while to be on the safe side, until I was sure no one followed me in. I took the service elevator to the 20th floor and walked down to the 16th. Anyone watching the elevator wouldn’t know what floor I’d chosen. These spy antics seemed silly even as I was engaging in them. If Bunny’s house hadn’t just burned down, I might even have laughed. What I had recently considered paranoia, now just seemed like a plan. I opened 1608 with my key after knocking. I walked into the apartment.


  “Don’t panic. It’s me, Camilla.”


  Empty.


  No Bunny. No Tonya. No little Destiny.


  Nothing but echoing empty rooms.


  They had been there. I found a few chocolate bar wrappers in the garbage can. Nothing Mrs. Parnell would ever eat. Behind the black leather club chair, I saw the pink and purple arm of Destiny’s rag doll, lying there, stretched out as if reaching for the little girl. I picked up the doll and stuck it into my immense yellow handbag.


  Where had they gone?


  And why?


  I sank into Mrs. Parnell’s black leather chair. The only sound in the empty apartment was the thundering of my heart. Praying is not my best thing, but I prayed that the three Mayhews hadn’t gone back to the neat little house in Barrhaven.


  
    * * *
  


  P. J. answered his cellphone in his whisper voice. “Can’t talk now. I think I’m on to something.”


  “This is important. Did you know that was Bunny Mayhew’s house that just burned to the ground, P. J.?”


  “The fire in Barrhaven?”


  “That’s it.”


  “Are you sure? The house is in the name of a Tonya Riendeau.”


  “That’s his wife. I need to know if she was the woman who was injured.”


  “Can’t talk.”


  “Sure, but who is the woman they found?”


  His voice dropped to the point where I could scarcely hear him. “They don’t know yet. Told you, I can’t talk now.”


  “Yeah, yeah, where did they find her? Inside?”


  Sounded to me like P. J. had something caught in his throat. I said, “What? I can’t understand you.”


  “If I answer this question, will you leave me alone? A badly injured woman was found outside near the front entrance. The front door was open. Looks like she tried to escape, but it was too late.”


  “That’s horrible.”


  “It sure is. Goodbye, Tiger.”


  “Where are you? Can you find a way to see her? Find out who she is? You must have contacts in ICU.”


  “Are you completely out of your mind? You are really crossing lines here. Even by your standards. I am hanging up now.”


  “But I need to know.”


  Still whispering, P. J. said, “Well, it’s too late anyway. I guess I can tell you the woman died a half-hour ago without regaining consciousness.”


  “And they haven’t identified her yet?”


  “I told you, no. I believe everyone in the surrounding houses is accounted for. It was pretty crazy right after the explosion, but the cops have had time to narrow it down. They seem to be fairly sure it’s not a neighbour. I talked to Constable Wentzell.”


  “Right. The big blonde cop you have the hots for. So what did she say? How did the fire start?”


  “I don’t know, but I’m working on getting someone who will talk to me off the record. You just have to wait.”


  I felt a catch in my throat. I decided to confide in P. J. “Off the record, and I really mean this to be off the record, Bunny and Tonya and their daughter were hiding out.”


  “Where were they hiding out?”


  “Listen, you don’t answer my questions. Why should I answer yours? Tonya was pretty mad because we got a burglar joke. She didn’t want to go into hiding. She was really angry at Bunny. She thought he’d involved her in something.”


  “A burglar joke? You mean this fire was connected with the other deaths? Holy shit.”


  “But when I figure it out, you will be the first reporter I tell. It will be a huge story, but if you let anything slip about Bunny at this stage, you won’t get another word out of me. Clear?”


  “Clear. But was Bunny involved? How?”


  “That’s the thing, P. J. I haven’t found any common ground in this weird joke situation. Returning to our issue, what if Tonya went home to that sweet little house that she loved so much and someone set fire to it? You have only about two minutes to escape from a burning house. She could have been trapped. We have to find out right now who that woman was. We can’t waste any time.”


  “Hey, I said that I’m working on it.”


  “You’re sure no one else was found?”


  “What is the matter with you? I’m not sure about anything. The fire is still smouldering. They won’t know if anyone else was there for a while. There will be a police briefing at some point, but it’s way too early. You think Bunny’s in there too?”


  “I don’t know. You never saw three people so reluctant to leave a place. Can you go and talk to the cops? Find out if there’s any sign of…” I struggled to say the words, “…a child.”


  P. J., tough reporter that he is, gasped.


  I shivered in the hot air. An image of Destiny reaching for her dolly kept flashing through my brain.


  
    * * *
  


  Alvin stormed back into the house, bleating. “I can’t get near Bunny’s place, Camilla. There are still cops everywhere. The street is closed. They’re keeping everyone out who doesn’t live there. I think they’re even checking ID. The traffic is backed up for blocks.”


  “Thanks for trying, Alvin. We’ll just have to wait for a while, I guess.”


  “And it won’t be easy. I think the neighbours will be very suspicious of anyone they don’t know.”


  “I can try to retrieve the camera later when things settle down.”


  “Bad idea. You were asking about Bunny, remember? Not that long before the fire?”


  “So?”


  “Lord thundering Jesus, Camilla. Remember you asked that woman with the stroller if she knew where Bunny was? She saw you clearly, and I’m sure she will have described you to the police. Then you even talked to her about the bird feeder. If you show up and try to get that camera, you’ll be back in an interview room for the third time this week. Bet you anything. Anyway, you’ll miss the girls’ race. They’re on this evening.”


  “No choice, Alvin. I’ll wait until the traffic dies down, but I must get that camera. No need for that expression on your face. Don’t they have another race tomorrow?”


  I found myself pacing. I needed to do something. I called Mombourquette. He didn’t answer his cellphone. Never mind. I had a plan.


  
    * * *
  


  I waited until after seven that evening when I figured the traffic would have eased up. I assumed that the unfortunate citizens of Parkside Circle would have been allowed back to their homes by this point. I drove back to Barrhaven, parked a couple of blocks away and walked to Bunny’s former house. I spotted Mombourquette’s distinctive sillouette in the distance. Why was he still hanging around?


  The thing you don’t expect about a fire is the smell, like a campfire with plastic thrown in. Apparently, it’s worse when it smoulders. The stench of burned vinyl clogged my nose.


  The uniformed officer was disinclined to let me stroll over and inclined to have me hit the road. I stood my ground and said, “Better let the great detective decide for himself if he wants to see me. I have information pertinent to this case. Tell him it’s Camilla MacPhee.”


  Two minutes later, I was nose to nose with his royal furriness. “Leonard, I need you to tell me how many bodies were found here.”


  He stared at me. “I thought you had information.”


  I said, “All in good time. I need you to—”


  “You need me to? Guess I seem to have missed the memo where I take orders from you, MacPhee. You better print me out a copy of that directive, otherwise I just might take exception to your tone.”


  “Maybe that came out wrong, but, listen, this was Bunny Mayhew’s house.”


  “What the hell?”


  “As far as I can tell, Bunny went into hiding. Tonya and little Destiny were with him, and now none of them can be found. And their house just burned to the ground.”


  “I know about the fire, MacPhee. I’m standing next to you in front of the shell of the house. I’m retiring, not slipping into a coma.”


  “Let’s not argue about everything. I need…would sure appreciate finding out if other bodies were found.”


  “And I’d sure appreciate it you told me why.”


  “I’m worried they might have gone back to the house.”


  “You always share way too much information and not nearly enough facts. Why were they hiding? What did they have to worry about?”


  “Maybe they were worried someone would burn down their house.”


  “Hmmm. But not worried enough if they would go back.”


  “Bunny was worried. Tonya was really angry at him for getting her into it.”


  “Into what? Call me nosy.”


  “I don’t know. Whatever caused their house to burn down, Leonard. Someone set that fire and that person has something against Bunny or wants to send a message or is just plain sadistic. Who would set fire to a house that usually has a small child in it? Well, aside from Lloyd Brugel.”


  “I still don’t know where you come in, MacPhee.”


  “I’m not giving up until I find out.”


  “You are loyal to your former sleazebag clients, that’s all I can say.” Mombourquette’s whiskers quivered.


  “First of all, Bunny was never a sleazebag, Leonard. And he hasn’t done anything wrong except ask me to help him. Secondly, his wife and child are completely innocent of any crime whatsoever. So forgive me if I care about this little family. You might try a bit more of that yourself.”


  “Get out of here, MacPhee, before I have you arrested for interfering with an active investigation.”


  I held my head high as I stomped back toward my car. Across the street, I paused briefly to lean against the maple. I took my shoe off and pretended to shake it out. “A stone in my shoe,” I shouted to Mombourquette, who was watching me.


  He turned away in irritation. I took advantage of that to reach up into the maple tree and yank down the camera and the small recorder. I stuck the whole thing into my oversize handbag and I beat it the hell out of there. Even from across the street, I could still smell the chemical odours.


  
    * * *
  


  I was amazed at the quality of the image that the pinhole camera was able to capture. Who knew that the technology was so advanced? There was very little action on Bunny’s street, so the time dragged as I watched. After what seemed like a month, a woman walked into the camera’s view and along to Bunny’s house. She wore a floppy bush hat and large sunglasses, a longish flowered skirt and a loose overblouse. She marched confidently up the paving stone walk, past the pom-pom hydrangeas, the peonies and the tricycle, and up the front steps, a large green stuffed toy dog dangling from her right hand.


  She knocked confidently at the door. Waited. Knocked again. Waited. She tried the latch, and sure enough, the door opened. Wasn’t it just like our Bunny the burglar to keep forgetting to lock his front door before departing?


  The woman glanced around furtively. Then she stepped through the door and into the house. She may have been in disguise, but I was pretty sure I’d know that back and that walk anywhere. I didn’t need to see her Sunny Choi suit or three hundred dollar pumps to know this was Annalisa Fillmore.


  Minutes later, I sat watching, mesmerized, as a red glow showed through the windows. Curtains on fire? Where was Annalisa? The front door opened and a human figure, hat and clothing blazing, staggered from the burning house. My stomach lurched as she stumbled and lay writhing on the neat paving stones of the walkway a foot away from the pink tricycle.


  A frantic man, a neighbour perhaps, ran up to the figure, now lying still, and backed away, hand over his mouth, seemingly repelled by the heat from the house.


  As the emergency personnel arrived, I turned away from the image, but I knew I’d have it in my head for a long time.


  What the hell had happened inside that house? The more I thought about it, the more Annalisa appeared to be the author of her own destruction. But why?


  By midnight I was still mulling over the huge green stuffed dog she’d been carrying. A dog named Hey-soose? Now I knew who the body was. But where the hell were Bunny, Tonya and Destiny? More to the point, were they still in danger?


  Needless to say, Mombourquette did not respond to my calls.


  I could have used a bit of advice and soothing talk from Ray, but he was on his course and incommunicado.


  
    * * *
  


  Jacki Jewell’s eyebrows rose. For a fleeting moment, I wondered if she found us as difficult as we found her. A second too late, she unleashed a blindingly toothy smile. “I’m so sorry,” she said. “Did I get you out of bed? I’m having trouble reaching you it seems. My messages aren’t returned.”


  “I’m awake now,” I said.


  “Yes, of course.”


  “I had a late night,” I said, not liking the fact that I seemed to be offering excuses to her. I hadn’t bothered to pick up when I saw her name on call display or return her messages. It’s not like she was Bunny.


  She paused. “Are you alone?”


  “Alvin’s here. He’s cooking up a storm in the kitchen.” I figured from the air it was to be another chowder day, starting with poaching a few pounds of haddock.


  “That couple I mentioned, the ones who liked the Italian-style murals, they’re with me in the car. I took them by to show them the neighbourhood and the exterior, and they’d like a more detailed viewing.”


  I opened my mouth to say it wasn’t such a good time, but she steamrollered ahead. “Did I mention they’ll only be in town for a few days? This could be your best chance of a sale in this market.”


  I blinked. Really, this woman was too much.


  “How many people are in the house? Are those visitors still here? Is it possible that you could all go up to Bridgehead for a coffee for an hour? Put the pets in the car?” She wrinkled her nose as she said “pets”.


  “No, it is not possible,” I said.


  “But…”


  “Not going to happen.”


  “We’ll have to do something about this. I don’t know how I’m expected to sell this property when it’s always crawling with people and animals. Animals make it very difficult to move a property.” Again with the nose wrinkling.


  What the hell? “The animals stay. The people too.”


  “Well, you really should consider making some kind of arrangements so that the house shows well, because—”


  “Take it or leave it,” I said.


  Her lips thinned out with the effort of saying, “Fine. We’ll be in shortly.”


  
    * * *
  


  “Less than ten years old,” Jacki Jewell was saying. “Designed by one of Ottawa’s foremost architects. It’s a beautiful example of upscale infill housing that respects the original neighbourhood and the character of the Glebe. Very very very easy to redecorate. Just a bit of paint here and there, that’s all.”


  The couple nodded, looking around, acknowledging Alvin and me. Her eyes went right to Alvin’s mural. She smiled. She was hooked all right.


  “There’s still a warranty on the roof,” Jacki Jewell said to the husband, as the wife was busy mooning over the faux stone walls with the grapevines. No one paid much attention to her. “The furnace and air conditioning are well-maintained.”


  The young woman continued to smile. I was pleased to note the smile reached her dark eyes. She leaned over and scratched Gussie’s ears.


  She pointed at the walls. “I just love these paintings. I’m crazy about anything Italian.”


  I was startled to hear myself saying, “I’m glad you like the murals. I’ll pass it on to the artist.”


  I refrained from mentioning that the artist, Alvin Ferguson, hailed from Sydney, Nova Scotia, and was about as Italian as your basic haggis.


  The husband gave a gentle pat to his wife’s backside, meaning let’s get a move on. Maybe they were as irritated by the real estate agent as I was.


  Jacki Jewell shot us a critical glance as she followed her clients into the kitchen. Her chipper voice grated, “The kitchen is totally up-to-date with granite countertops and high end appliances. The French-door refrigerator is a nice feature and the stainless is a true classic, don’t you think?”


  I tried not to listen to appreciative murmurs from the young couple, but they were drowned out by the latest blast from Jacki Jewell.


  “And you have a lovely view of the deck and the garden. It seems to extend the kitchen beautifully. Step outside, and I think you’ll see how pleasant and private it is for meals on the deck, surrounded by greenery.”


  I supposed that they stepped outside.


  Jacki shot her head around the corner, and I swear she hissed. “Please stop making fishy foods during the showing of the house. It’s hard enough with all those murals and Tuscan trinkets. Fresh-baked cookies. That’s a good aroma. Flowers. Or anything with cinnamon. Even barbecue smells good to some people. We just don’t need them thinking about fish heads in the garbage or anything disgusting like that.”


  “Point taken,” I said. “Now can you excuse me, please?”


  What did I care? I wasn’t running for Miss Congeniality. I guess it took more than that to deflate our ace realtor.


  She said, “I realize this is very hard for you to grasp, but there’s an art to getting the best price. It means money in the bank for both of us. Please tell your guests not to leave their luggage open and their sports gear strewn around. It’s also quite inappropriate to have undergarments hanging on chairs in full view of clients during a viewing. Between that and the revolting smell of fish, it will be almost impossible to move this place. I’m not sure I should bother.”


  The young couple had returned from the backyard. “I love the fountain fresco, and the potted rosemary is wonderful.”


  Alvin had chosen that moment to make an appearance. He said, “Thank you,” with great dignity.


  “And I can tell you really use the kitchen.”


  “Why don’t you head upstairs?” Jacki Jewell said. “I’ll be there in a second.”


  I called up to the prospective buyers. “By the way, my friend’s daughters are here for the Dragon Boat Festival. They are accomplished athletes. Alvin is making a giant vat of fish chowder for them. I don’t intend to fuss over a bit of luggage strewn around. Or the chowder. We have to keep living here as usual.”


  Jacki flounced up the stairs after her clients. She stopped briefly as soon as she was out of sight. I figured she needed to have a silent and private hissy fit.


  No problem for me. I returned to the living room where I pressed PLAY again on the DVD player. I wanted to revisit the scene of Annalisa Fillmore’s death, and to try to figure out what I might learn from it. The clunk of feet on the staircase put an end to that. The young couple entered the living room, smiling broadly. Jacki Jewell followed, not smiling.


  The young woman grinned from ear to ear. “I love that this is a house that my sisters can come and visit. It seems so comfortable upstairs, but private for guests too.”


  “They have their own bathroom up there,” I said. “They’re guests, and I’m letting them relax while they’re here.” I refrained from giving Jacki Jewell the finger.


  “We are so tired of houses that don’t quite look real, aren’t we, honey?”


  Her mate had that buzzed-out look that husbands get sometimes in intense situations. No one expected much of a response from him.


  She reached over and shook my hand. “We’ll be in touch. Or Jacki will. Thank you and we’re sorry to interrupt.”


  “Fine with me,” I said. “And with the artist who did the murals.”


  Alvin blushed to the tip of his ponytail.


  She said, “I love them all. That’s what makes the house really special.”


  Jacki Jewell cleared her throat. “Well, we have a couple more really special houses to visit, so we’ll be off now.”


  The young couple prepared to leave. The young woman leaned over and gave Alvin a huge hug. “I know you will have a successful career as an artist and as a chef too, if that wonderful chowder is anything to go by.”


  By this point, the tips of his pointed ears were glowing like embers.


  As Jacki Jewell, significantly more purse-lipped than she’d been when she arrived, shepherded her buyers out the door, Alvin said, “I think that went well.”


  Jacki turned and said, “You may be hearing from me. I’m not overly hopeful.”


  Alvin snorted. “I don’t know why not. They were ready to sign on the dotted line before they even left.”


  Jacki Jewell slammed the door. Not that we cared.


  “Will you make me a copy of that DVD quickly, Alvin? I have an idea of how to find Bunny, and he has to see it.”


  FOURTEEN


  
    What’s the difference between a lawyer and a pothole?

    -People will swerve to avoid hitting a pothole.

  


  What conceivable connection could Bunny have with Annalisa Fillmore? Or, for that matter, why would she, a high-powered crusader, have wasted her time trying to harm a tame former burglar? She usually set her sights on cabinet ministers or influential media types. It just didn’t make sense. She was the most resolute anti-crime crusader anyway. She was in favour of bringing back capital punishment. She would have been able to reduce Bunny to a solitary speck of lint on Tonya’s spotless carpet. He might have died of fright, no fire necessary.


  I got P. J. on the phone. “Me again, and don’t interrupt. Are you sure there wasn’t any way that Annalisa Fillmore could have stage-managed that ‘alibi’ for the time of Rollie Thorsten’s death?”


  “Hello to you, Tiger. And no, there isn’t any way. I’ve been checking and rechecking. The people she was with are rock solid. And none of them had any reason to love her, let alone lie for her. At best, she was like a permanent hangnail for most of them. Endless harassing letters and time-wasting calls. Most of the people who can vouch for her would have been overjoyed to see her as a viable suspect in a murder case.”


  “Did they know that’s why you were asking? It’s not like the police suspected her.”


  “I may have suggested the possibility of something tasty if we could put her somewhere else at that time, without revealing what. They were all tempted, but the fact is she was there. All evening. Mind telling me why you’re pushing this?”


  “Soon. I promise you will be glad you helped me.”


  “High time. I’m always helping you.”


  “I just need to check out one small detail, then I’ll let you see something that will blow the top of your head off.”


  “Make sure it happens. I’m getting tired of all this one way—”


  I hung up and planned my next move. Bunny was the only person who might possibly be able to answer the question as to why Annalisa Fillmore was lying in the morgue. If they had already identified her, that might explain Mombourquette’s lack of cooperative information sharing. And, more worrying, the police would now be actively looking for Bunny. Sure, his house had burned down and he was a victim, but they didn’t believe in him the way I did.


  If Bunny wasn’t dead, and now I felt confident that he wasn’t, where the hell was he holed up? His townhouse was toast, and from the stories I’d heard over the years, every member of Tonya’s family and all of her friends had hated the idea of a smart, hardworking girl with her own successful business saddled with a dyslexic, art-loving burglar. According to Bunny, Tonya had cut off contact with most of them. Therefore, it was unlikely that they’d go running to that side of the family.


  Bunny had sworn he’d never go back to his old life, that he was steering clear of any lowlife colleagues who could drag him back. I’d believed him. Just to stay grounded, I reminded myself that this wouldn’t be the first time I’d been fooled by a former client who talked a good story. Even so, I couldn’t figure out how Bunny’s recent troubles came from his criminal past. Brugel had never figured in his life.


  Mrs. Parnell’s place would have been perfect, yet Bunny hadn’t stayed there long. And stranger still, he hadn’t found a way to let me know where they’d gone or even that they were all right. Why not?


  What would have motivated him to hide from me? Elaine and I were the only two people in the world who always stood by him, aside from Tonya, and even she had threatened to walk away if Bunny was involved in something shifty. She was raising a child, so I got that, no question. But I couldn’t imagine what circumstances would cause me to abandon Bunny.


  He should have known that. So where the hell was he?


  Bunny could have been anywhere.


  Or nowhere.


  
    * * *
  


  I whipped over to Clearwater with the copied DVD and a new plan. The execution started in the mailroom on the first floor of the building I’d called home for years. I turned my attention to the mailboxes. I had Alvin’s copy of Mrs. Parnell’s keys and decided to use picking up her mail as a cover. I waited until no one was in the room, then began at one end of the mailboxes and moved along. I was checking for boxes that were stuffed with paper, signs of mail not collected for a while. By the time I’d reached the end of the bank of mailboxes, I’d identified two dozen of them, all conveniently identified by their apartment numbers. I checked as I got off the elevator and hustled down the hallway on the third floor. My hunch was that Bunny had felt exposed in 1608. Too many people knew about the connection with Mrs. Parnell and me, and he didn’t want to take a chance. Now that I’d seen what had happened to his home and what could have happened to his neighbours, in retrospect I couldn’t blame him. If it had been my family, I wouldn’t have chosen an apartment on one of the higher floors. If he needed to get out fast, close to ground level would be better.


  The third floor seemed like the place to start. I tried not to berate myself for giving a known burglar the run of the apartment building. After all, this was an emergency and an unusual one at that.


  I tried the door of 306.


  No luck. The door didn’t budge when I turned the handle. There wasn’t much I could do about that: I didn’t own burglar tools and wouldn’t have been inclined to use them if I did. The door at 310 held fast. There were extra locksets on each of these doors. I figured these people probably also invested in deadbolts that were too much for the casual break-in. By the end of the hallway, I was no better off. I took the stairs to the fourth floor and started again. At apartment 428, I paused. There was a crack of light at the edge of the door. I stuck out a finger and gave the tiniest of pushes. The door swung inward, and I popped through it without waiting. Bunny never was much for locking doors.


  Inside, Tonya’s face was swollen from crying. She slumped on the sofa in this stranger’s apartment with a blanket over her shoulders, Destiny snuggled beside her.


  “Hello,” I said, glancing around for Bunny. “Where’s—?”


  Bunny stuck his head out of the bedroom and began pacing, pale and agitated. “You found us.”


  “Hi, Tonya. Destiny.”


  “I lost my dolly. Daddy’s going to get me another one.”


  “Guess what I found?” I said, putting a finger to my lips. “He won’t have to.”


  I pulled the ragdoll from my big yellow handbag. Destiny squealed and hugged the doll, then put her hand over her mouth. “We’re not supposed to make any noise.”


  I said, “Do you and Mummy want to take your dolly into the bedroom so she can have a nap while I chat with Daddy about big people stuff?”


  “So,” I said when they’d closed the bedroom door behind them. “Thanks a lot for giving me all this grief, Bunny.”


  “Sorry, Camilla, but I had no choice. I have to protect them. I didn’t know who else might know where we were. I didn’t know that carpet guy, or if I could trust him. His kids were once in trouble with the law. They might still be connected.”


  “They’re not connected, but anyway, you can trust me.”


  “You can’t be everywhere all the time.”


  “I’m here now. And you are going to be arrested for being unlawfully in this apartment. You had access to Mrs. Parnell’s place. You didn’t have to worry about breaking the law.”


  Tonya yanked open the door to the bedroom and blurted, “You’re here unlawfully too, Camilla. Probably none of this would have happened if you hadn’t gotten involved. I think the police will have to know that.”


  I rolled my eyes, “Good thing you’re an honest citizen, Tonya, because you don’t have what it takes to make a criminal. I know that you’re stressed, but I need you to work with me. Try to remember that I have your best interests at heart.”


  Tonya sniffed before retreating to the bedroom and closing the door softly. Bunny paused in his pacing. “Did you see what happened to our house? I had the TV on with no sound just to keep Destiny amused. Tonya freaked. I hope no one in the next apartment heard her carrying on.”


  “Lucky for you, most people here work during the day. Look, I’m sorry about your house, Bunny. I know your paintings would have been destroyed too but it was a good thing that the three of you got out of it. You had a close call.”


  “Tonya and Destiny are safe. That’s all that matters. But on the news they said a woman was badly burned in the fire. Who was that? One of our neighbours?”


  “I thought it was you at first, or Tonya. I was terrified there might be three bodies. Do you have any idea how I felt about that?”


  “I never thought about it,” Bunny said. “I’m sorry, Camilla.”


  “By the time I heard about the news, I already knew that you weren’t where you were supposed to be, so guess what went through my mind?”


  “I told you, I couldn’t stay there.”


  “Whatever. You sure can’t stay here.”


  “How did you find me?”


  “I used to be your lawyer, remember? I knew your MOs.”


  Bunny’s hazel eyes teared up. “I thought I’d never have to use any of those again. I’m really serious about going straight. This was a matter of life and death for…” He stared toward the closed door.


  “We have to get you out of here and into somewhere safe. You’re going to do what I tell you and not try any tricks.”


  I hoped like hell I wasn’t being a gold-plated patsy falling for Bunny’s tales. Of course, I knew if he’d planned it, he could have found a better hiding place and one that wouldn’t come with a spell in the slammer.


  “I don’t know if anywhere is safe. I saw people checking out the building. We’ve kept the lights off in the apartment just in case. But it looks over the parking lot, and I can see people watching the windows.”


  “You’re a tad too paranoid lately, Bunny, even for this weird situation,” I said. “Of course, who am I to talk? I’ve been worried that my phone or car could be bugged. Conspiracy theories dance in my head. Anyway, let’s get down to work. How about if we get you all out of here? My sisters are away, and you’ll be all right at one of their places. I have keys.”


  “I bet they’re watching you too, Camilla. Someone probably followed you here. They’ll just track us, and we’d be sitting ducks. I’m not going to risk it.”


  “Unlikely, Bunny. They, if there is a ‘they’ and whoever ‘they’ might be, will be looking for a family of three. We can outfox them on that front.”


  “Maybe.”


  Bunny was the picture of misery. For the first time I noticed the pronounced shake in his hand. I sat down and looked him straight in the eye. He managed to evade my scrutiny. I said, “Before we go anywhere, I need to know what your connection is with Annalisa Fillmore.”


  “Who?”


  “Oh, come on, Bunny. Anyone who reads the paper knows…”


  “Dyslexia, remember?”


  “You watch television. You must see the news from time to time.”


  “Yeah, but I don’t know who she is.”


  “She’s the crusading mother who has been lobbying for stiffer sentences for people who injure or kill other people while commiting a crime. She’s been advocating a return of the death penalty.”


  Bunny stared back at me uncomprehendingly.


  “Ring a bell?” I said.


  “No, and anyway, why would it? I’ve never hurt anyone in my life, Camilla. You know that’s true.”


  I did.


  “Death penalty?” he said with a shiver.


  “This would be a good time to quit dicking around, Bunny. Who is after you? And what the hell do they want?”


  He shook his head. “I don’t know anyone who would want to hurt me. I mean, the guys I used to hang out with, they’re just losers, small-time crooks. They want a fix or a few bucks to blow on a weekend. They’re not evil. They might kill a person in a bar fight, or if they felt trapped in an armed robbery, but they wouldn’t chase my family. So I don’t understand. But I’m really scared.”


  “What about Brugel?”


  “What about him?” Bunny was practically gibbering by this time.


  You can’t really throttle a terrified father, so I fought off the urge. “Is there something I should know, Bunny? Something that connects you and Brugel? The kind of thing that could get your house burned down and someone killed?”


  Bunny bit his lip until it bled.


  I couldn’t say I blamed him. I was coming up empty trying to find a reason to connect Brugel and Annalisa and Bunny too.


  “Well, there must be some connection. Think.”


  “But Camilla, I already thought about it.”


  “Well, you’d better think harder.”


  He stared at me, panic clouding his features. “What is the matter with you? Why are you asking me about Brugel and this woman, whatever her name is?”


  “Because she walked right into your home just before it burned down. And I believe that her body was found outside what was left of your house. Is that a good enough reason?”


  “Why would this woman that I don’t know and don’t have anything to do with have been in my house?”


  “You tell me.”


  His voice rose like the whine of a chainsaw. “But I can’t. I don’t understand. I didn’t know her. I can’t think of any reason at all. She’s a stranger.”


  I did a little hard thinking myself. I did know that Bunny was dyslexic and never read anything he didn’t have to unless it involved the art world or Destiny. All to say, maybe Bunny did know her and didn’t know he did.


  I said, “Is there a computer here? Or a DVD player?”


  Bunny shook his head. “No DVD player and I guess whoever lives here took their laptop with them. There’s a TV, but we’re trying to keep the lights down so the people who are watching from the parking lot don’t catch on that we’re here.”


  I let that go. No point in arguing with a paranoid person.


  “Hang on a bit,” I said. “I’m going to go to Mrs. Parnell’s place. She has a DVD player.”


  “Be careful, Camilla.”


  
    * * *
  


  A few minutes later I reached Mrs. Parnell’s door, yet again. As I went to stick the key in the lock, the door swung open. I gave myself a brief tongue-lashing. Had I been so unnerved when I’d found out that Bunny and his family were gone that I’d forgotten to lock the door when I’d left? I didn’t think so. A closer look revealed jimmy marks on the lock. Mrs. Parnell had never been nervous enough to install better security despite Alvin’s urgings. I stepped inside and glanced around. There hadn’t been an ordinary burglary, that was for sure. Mrs. Parnell had more electronic gadgets than anyone I knew. Even though she had a cluster of toys with her at the Perley, there was plenty left behind in the apartment. Her high-end stereo was still there as well as her computer, two of her three printers, her everyday laser and her inkjet, and the bulk of her CD collection and the DVD player I was looking for. Her digital camera sat on the console in the hallway. No burglar would have left without that, at the very least. Therefore, maybe he or she was still in the apartment.


  If that was true, I needed to find out and fast. But I didn’t plan to walk in there to see if someone was ready to pounce on me from the bedroom or the bathroom. In my experience, burglars are a cowardly lot and not likely to be a threat, but you never know what a panicked felon will do when cornered. Plus, my instincts told me that this was no ordinary break-in. First, I called the super. Luckily, I hadn’t had time to forget his number after all the years I’d lived in this building.


  “Get up to 1608. On the double,” I said to the super.


  Then I called 911.


  The super was nothing if not quick. He had a soft spot in his heart for Mrs. Parnell and a general wariness of me.


  Together, we checked the bedroom and bathroom. I held a lamp as a weapon. He had his wrench.


  “Okay,” I said, “The police are on the way. I’ll wait outside for them.”


  I was thinking fast throughout this. Had someone seen me return to the first floor to check out the mailboxes? Had that person—perhaps the parking lot watcher—then taken advantage of my absence to dash up to 1608 to pick the lock? Was that person looking for Bunny and his family? Who were the watchers in the parking lot, if indeed they were real?


  Were they still watching from somewhere, waiting for their chance to catch Bunny? For what reason?


  I snatched up the digital camera, took the elevator to the ground floor and dashed out the door and into the parking lot. I walked behind the last row of cars, snapping shots of the vehicles and the license plates. There were at least twenty cars parked there. By the time I reached the first row, which I figured would give a good view of the windows on Bunny’s side of the building, a mustard-yellow Mustang started up. I jogged toward the front of the row to catch the plate before the Mustang left the lot. It revved its engine and shot forward, turning toward me. I leapt back out of the way and tripped over one of the cement parking barriers fringing the lot. I fell toward the giant dumpster that serviced the building and felt a wrench as my shoulder hit the ground. I huddled between the concrete wall of the building and the dumpster and listened to another rev. Pain shot through me as I forced myself to roll as far from the dumpster as I could get. I managed to hide myself behind the tall blue recycle bins. The car hit the dumpster, reversed and shot forward and hit it again. A door slammed. I made myself as small as I could and tried to think how to use the recycling bin as a weapon. The footsteps came closer. Stopped. An image of Rollie Thorsten, shot and drowned, flashed through my brain. Whoever had killed him wasn’t afraid to use a gun.


  I had nothing to lose. Using my good side, I threw my body and gave the bins a mighty heave towards my unseen stalker. I heard a satisfying “oof ” as I sprinted toward the low fence at the near end of the parking lot. So close and yet so far away.


  You gotta love adrenaline. I barely managed to stumble over the fence. I landed on my nose in the soft grass in the area known as the dog walk. I glanced up but saw no one coming after me. No arm raised with a gun. No joker. Good news. On the other hand, if a shoulder could scream in agony, mine would have. My nose hurt like hell too.


  Sirens were the best music in the world at that moment. I heard the pounding of feet, the slam of a door and the rev of an engine behind me.


  I got to my feet, my knees wobbling under me. As the first squad squealed into the parking lot, the Mustang shot out, nicking the cruiser as it went. The crash hurt my ears. A second car, roof lights flashing and siren shrieking, tore off in pursuit of the Mustang. A third cruiser followed. I was impressed with the number of cars that had arrived as a result of my 911 call, even though it had taken them long enough. I didn’t think they usually used their sirens for a mere break-in either. I limped toward the police car to see if the occupants had been injured. The airbags had deployed. A young officer was stepping out, looking dazed and holding his head.


  The officer blinked at me when I got close.


  “You’re bleeding,” he said, pointing to my nose.


  “Look who’s talking,” I answered, pointing to his head.


  He stared at me. “What? I’m not…” He raised his hand and felt his forehead. He brought his hand down to have a look at it. He gazed at the hand in confusion, probably surprised to find it all red and sticky.


  I said, a bit more kindly, “I sure hope you don’t have a concussion. They’re going to haul you off to Emerg. You have my sympathy if you do. Concussions are a real bitch to deal with.”


  He swayed, which is a bad sign.


  “Hang in there,” I said, “Here come the paramedics. You go first. But maybe you shouldn’t try walking anywhere.”


  “I’m all right,” he said, as his knees buckled and he sank to the ground.


  I grabbed onto him to break his fall. My shoulder didn’t thank me. I said, “Sure you are. And in case I don’t see you again, thanks a lot for saving my life.”


  “Job,” he said, closing his eyes.


  “Better keep those eyes open,” I said. “Tell me, what made you drive into the parking lot instead of heading in the front door?”


  The eyes opened part way. “Got a call.”


  “Sure. You got my 911 about a problem in apartment 1608.”


  “No, parking lot.”


  Hmm.


  I looked up and saw Bunny staring down from a fourth floor window. He may have given me the thumbs up, hard to tell at that distance. Sometimes it’s good to have a burglar in your corner, I suppose, even one that doesn’t do what he’s told, like hide in a safe place such as Mrs. Parnell’s. I stopped that thought mid-stream. I’d told Bunny earlier that Mrs. Parnell’s place was safe. I’d been wrong.


  I no longer knew what I knew. I had no idea who’d been in the mustard-yellow Mustang and why they’d been watching the building. Maybe they weren’t connected to this, maybe they were a pair of lowlife drug dealers who wanted to avoid arrest. Maybe it was just a coincidence. There are lots of coincidences in life, but something, maybe the searing pain in my shoulder suggested that this wasn’t one of them. This was not only up close but also very personal.


  As the paramedics headed rapidly toward me, I gestured to the cop, who was now sitting down, resting his head against the body of the cruiser. His eyes were closed again.


  “Better take care of him first,” I said. “He’s one of the good guys.”


  
    * * *
  


  I figured the police officer had a concussion for sure. I hate head injuries, and I’ve had more than my share. but I had to admit this shoulder thing wasn’t much better. To make things worse, I spotted the familiar face of Dr. Abdullah Hasheem when I got hauled into Emerg by the second ambulance. Just my luck he was on duty. Of course, when wasn’t he?


  “Haven’t seen you for a while,” he said. “I thought you must have moved to another city.”


  I decided to sidestep a chat about how I spend more time getting patched up at the Ottawa General Hospital emergency room than the average lawyer. I wasn’t the only person in the world with that kind of track record. “How’s the police officer doing?” I said, conversationally. “I believe he had a concussion.”


  “Why? Is he another relative of yours?” Dr. Hasheem asked as he looked up from my shoulder.


  I considered the utility of a fib at this point and decided against it. I did say, “No, but let’s say I have a legitimate interest.”


  “Do you.” Usually that’s a question, but I’ve had a few too many dealings with Dr. Hasheem over the years. In this case, I took it that he meant “you don’t.”


  “Never mind. I’ve got connections on the force. I’ll find out for myself.” I followed this with a yelp as he examined my shoulder.


  “Good idea,” Dr. Hasheem said. “But speaking of concussions, did you happen to hit your head when you fell?”


  “Just my nose. It’s stopped bleeding. No hits to my skull.”


  “Well, that’s a first. Perhaps you’re turning over a new leaf. Even so, I think you’ll need an ultrasound and an X-ray.”


  “Is that absolutely necessary? I’ve got quite a few things to take care of today.”


  Dr. Hasheem didn’t answer until he’d written up his notes and what looked like a couple of requisitions. When he clicked his pen closed, he said, “Good to see some things never change.”


  He was gone with the usual flap of his white coat before I could come up with a suitably huffy reply.


  FIFTEEN


  
    How many lawyers does it take to change a light bulb?

    -Lawyers can’t change light bulbs. But if you’re looking

    for a lawyer to screw a light bulb...

  


  Eventually, after being shuffled from lab to lab, I found myself back in hospital never never land. Dr. Hasheem’s soft grey replacement showed up, tail twitching. I’d been expecting Leonard Mombourquette. He was not amused, no surprise there. Even the bizarre tale I had to tell him didn’t help his mood.


  I did my best to look him right in his bright beady eyes.


  “Start at the beginning,” he said. “Explain what were you doing in the parking lot again.”


  “I’ve told you a half-dozen times. I was just checking it out to see if there was anyone suspicious there. Someone had broken into Mrs. Parnell’s apartment, and I thought I might be able to head off their confederates before they got away.”


  “Right. You did tell me that. Now, why don’t you tell me a story that makes a bit of sense? Don’t overdo it. I don’t want to pass out from shock or anything.”


  “Why don’t you believe me? Did you check out Mrs. Parnell’s apartment? It’s obvious that someone broke in there. You can clearly see the damage to the door frame. I have a key, as you know.”


  “That part makes sense. It’s why would you run out to the parking lot and check out the vehicles there, that’s what I don’t get.”


  “I didn’t want her stuff to…”


  Damn.


  “Right. You mean the stuff that wasn’t taken?”


  “I didn’t take time to search for everything. She keeps a bit of money and some credit cards hidden here and there. She has items of sentimental value.”


  “Tell you what. Keep sticking to that story, and I’ll keep you here talking.”


  “Come on, Leonard. Give me a break. You know I haven’t done anything wrong.”


  “I know you cost the province a good bit of money today and took some poor devil’s spot on a gurney and I also know that you’re harbouring that greasy little con.”


  “What greasy little…? Oh, you mean, Bunny? I’d hardly call him greasy. He’s actually very fastidious.”


  “Go ahead. Keep it up. I got all night. In fact, I got every day and night until I retire. I might even sit here as a volunteer afterwards if you want to stonewall me that long.”


  “Look, Leonard. Bunny wasn’t there. He used to be a burglar and a good one. He never would have left the door looking like that. This was some person that didn’t have the skill level and finesse of a… Don’t make that face. No matter how you feel about him, Bunny didn’t burgle Mrs. P.’s place.”


  It might have been the right time to tell Mombourquette that Bunny had the keys to the apartment making burglary unnecessary, but that was one can of worms I didn’t care to open.


  “In that case, I’d like to hear exactly how his prints got in her apartment. I’m sure you could come up with a good story for that.”


  I have to admit I blinked. I wasn’t about to say uncle though. “Bunny knows Mrs. Parnell. I think he might have been in her apartment legitimately. He’s not on a wanted list. You have a bit of tunnel vision where he’s concerned.”


  “Maybe that tunnel vision is what made me notice his fingerprints turning up in her bedroom, bedside table and in the bathroom. What else you wonder? Let’s see. There’s the fridge, the toaster, the oven, the air conditioner and… Shall I continue?”


  “Fingerprints are not against the law. I’m telling you that Bunny didn’t break into that apartment. I don’t know why you don’t believe me.”


  “Me neither. Especially since you always tell the truth.”


  “Leonard, you have to trust me. Bunny didn’t run me down, and he’s not the person who was in that apartment. I admit he may have been there at some other point, but he was not there today when this happened.”


  “Here’s the thing: this fastidious criminal you seem to be so fond of is the number one suspect in a case of premeditated murder. So if you know where he is, you’d better spit it out, or you are going to find yourself charged with obstruction and anything else I can throw at you. You don’t have many friends in the Crown Prosecutor’s office, so they’ll probably come up with a few doozies themselves.”


  I raised my hands in defeat. “Hey, Leonard, go ahead. Throw the book at me. Bunny didn’t kill that woman. He was the intended victim, and I believe I can prove it. He was due to be home with his family at the moment his house caught fire. He would have been killed. His wife and child would have been too. The real question is: what was Annalisa Fillmore doing there?”


  There was a sharp intake of breath on Mombourquette’s part. “What makes you think that Annalisa Fillmore was there? What would she be doing there? What’s her connection with Bunny Mayhew?”


  “I don’t know.”


  “Where did Bunny go? Did you take him somewhere?”


  I could handle this without actually lying outright. “I saw him that day at his house, but I left before the fire and explosion. I thought that perhaps the whole family had died. Annalisa Fillmore never crossed my mind.”


  “Where is he now?”


  Good question. “No idea, Leonard. And I am happy to say that’s the truth. But I would like to know if the investigators found the remains of a toy dog anywhere near Annalisa Fillmore’s body? Maybe a huge green dog?”


  “Okay. You do go too far, MacPhee. You’re not too badly off to get hauled into the station. Maybe we’ll have to beat it out of you.”


  Dr. Hasheem reappeared at that key point. He stood behind Mombourquette, cleared his throat and said, “I don’t think either of those two things will be happening.”


  I said, “Leonard here is just being whimsical. However, on the off chance he’s not, I’ll trust you to remember this conversation, Dr. Hasheem.”


  “I could hardly forget it,” Dr. Hasheem muttered as he left the room. He turned and said, “Speak to the nurses before you leave, and make sure someone lets me know if this person tries to take you in for questioning before we get your results back.”


  After he left, I said, “You see. Good citizens take care of each other. Here’s the deal. I haven’t been straight with you, Leonard, mostly because you wouldn’t believe me about the joke situation. So you can be mad if you want, and you can take it out on me if it makes you happy. You can even arrest me, but I have some information for you. You’ll have to work with me, though.”


  Mombourquette was silent for a long while.


  Finally, I said, “Evidence doesn’t interest you?”


  “What is it?”


  “You’ll find it of interest?”


  “Talk.”


  “It’s surveillance footage of Annalisa Fillmore heading into Bunny’s house after he left and while the house is empty. And afterwards. It’s pretty grim.”


  “How do you come to have that?”


  “I knew someone was going to go after Bunny today, so I installed a camera in the tree across the street to catch anyone trying to go in the front door. There was one by the back door too, but the fire probably destroyed that. I have a DVD. I would have told you about it if you hadn’t practically thrown me off the scene.”


  “Why would you have something like that? It doesn’t make sense. Even for you, MacPhee.”


  “Because I received a burglar joke. And you left me no choice.”


  “Forgive me if, as usual, I don’t follow your thinking.”


  “Three people are dead: Rollie Thorsten, Judge Card-arelle, Roxanne Terrio. Your police colleague Steve Anstruther is seriously injured. As far as I can tell, they all received jokes. I got the same jokes. So did Bunny. The day they died or were injured, he and I received their names, including Steve Anstruther. Remember? I have always figured it was Brugel. He’s capable of doing it. Completely. And there’s no way that Annalisa Fillmore would do anything for him or with him. Don’t you think I’m right there?


  Mombourquette nodded dourly. “Love her or hate her, she wasn’t the front woman for a gang lord.”


  “But she was involved somehow. We need to find out how she was connected with any of these people.”


  “She was definitely connected to Thorsten. We all accept that. I myself checked that out. She couldn’t have killed him. She was with a number of people who couldn’t stand her and would have loved to point the finger..”


  “Well, maybe she had someone to do her bidding. We thought that Brugel could use others to do his dirty work. Why couldn’t Annalisa?”


  “First of all, for the last time, there is no ‘we’. Second, I want that DVD.”


  “Sure thing,” I said. “I’ll ask Alvin to bring it over.”


  “Never mind. I’ll send a uniform for it.”


  “Good idea,” I said, thinking fast. “I’ll ask him to let your officer in and hand the DVD over.”


  Lucky for me, Mombouquette had to go to the little boy’s room. That meant I could tell Alvin, when I got him on my cell, to make sure to copy the DVD before the uniform showed up to get it.


  “You’re where?” Alvin bleated.


  “Emergency. Don’t even ask. Better yet, can you pick me up here and bring a copy of that DVD for Sgt. Mombourquette? That’s a copy. Don’t forget. Don’t mention it to anyone. Bring the original too. We need to show it to Mrs. P. And hurry up.”


  “Good news,” I said to Mombourquette as he returned. “I reached Alvin. He’ll bring the DVD here. By the way, how’s the officer who hit his head? He seemed to be pretty badly injured. Will he need surgery?”


  “I don’t know,” he said.


  “What about the guys who hit him? That Mustang must have been damaged after that.”


  His eyes narrowed. “We haven’t found them yet.”


  “But you will,” I smiled encouragingly. Of course, Mombourquette was pretty well immune to deceitful types like me.


  “We will. We got the car.”


  “You did? Really?” I said admiringly.


  “Not me personally, so you don’t need to lay it on quite so thick, but it’s been found. Abandoned. They must have fled on foot.”


  “But you know who owns it? The Mustang, I mean.”


  Mombourquette watched me with narrowed eyes. “It was reported stolen earlier today. But there will be a link to whoever was driving. For sure. Fingerprints, hair. Something.”


  “Of course, although they don’t usually do any amount of forensic follow-up on stolen cars, do they?”


  “This isn’t usual. This was an attack on a police officer.”


  “Right. Of course. Sorry, I was just thinking out loud, and face it, I have my own interest in it. Those guys tried to run me over. They were coming after me when the first police cars arrived. I owe you guys a lot.”


  “That’s weird, isn’t it, that a pair of complete strangers would try to kill you. You sure you didn’t know them?”


  My jaw dropped. “Of course, I didn’t know them. The people I know don’t try to kill me. They just get pissed off.”


  “They sure do. Don’t go anywhere. I’m going to make some calls. I’ll be back.”


  After about twenty minutes, I was really glad to hear Alvin’s voice.


  “Alvin, I need something else from you.”


  “You could say hello first,” he sniffed. “And what happened to you, anyway? Do you know that you missed the girls’ second race?”


  In the interests of redeeming myself, I filled him in on events, perhaps adding a bit of drama here and there, in case the missing burglar, the invaded apartment, the injured cop, and the attempt to run me over weren’t enough. Alvin can set the guilt bar quite high. Sometimes he’s worse than my sisters.


  Finally, he sniffed, “I guess if you were in the hospital, it would be understandable. I’ll make sure the girls hear the story behind it.”


  “Perhaps I should call Ashley and Brittany to apologize.”


  “I don’t think so, Camilla. You’ll probably just make things worse. You know what you’re like.”


  “Fine. Okay. Can you take me over to Clearwater to pick up my car? While you’re there, we can look for my digital camera. It got knocked out of my hand when that Mustang came after me. I’m hoping I captured a picture of the people who hit me. I’d like to get a look at that. Oh wait, here comes Leonard now. Do you have the DVD for him?”


  “Why don’t you get him to pick up the camera?” Alvin said.


  “Shh. Don’t mention the camera to Mombourquette because—oh hi, Leonard, how are you?”


  Mombourquette just shot me a look. I made a big deal out of accepting the DVD from Alvin and passing it to him.


  “Don’t thank me,” I said.


  “I don’t plan to,” he answered. “You could have saved us a lot of trouble if you’d told me about it and don’t bother to pretend I wouldn’t let you.”


  I just shrugged and turned to Alvin. “Let’s head home. Dr. Hasheem told me to take it easy.”


  Dr. Hasheem, whishing past at that moment, said, “And try to stay out of fights.”


  Alvin was driving Mrs. Parnell’s former vehicle, the seemingly indestructible 1974 LTD that she’d given to him. It practically knew its way back to her apartment, leaving Alvin and me time to argue.


  “I still don’t see why you didn’t just tell the police where in the parking lot your camera is and leave it to them.”


  “If Mombourquette gets the camera before I do, he won’t let me see anything. He doesn’t want me interfering in his so-called investigation, which I have to say would be going nowhere if you and I weren’t involved. And Bunny is the second reason. I don’t want the cops around the building any more than they have to be. I’m willing to take the risk. Illegal, I know, unwise for sure, and possibly even insane. But Bunny went to the wire for me when I needed him, and I would do the same for him. Anyway, the camera might be behind the recycle bins or maybe it dropped when I jumped over the barrier at the end of the lot. It could be on the patch of grass by the edge of the parking lot. Let’s hope it’s still there and that there’s something worthwhile on it. If we find it, I’ll tell Mombourquette that I forgot all about the camera in the shock of being attacked.”


  “The fun never ends,” Alvin said.


  
    * * *
  


  The camera turned up on the grass, just as I’d hoped. Alvin scooped it up. I peered at the indistinct image on the small screen. I could barely make out the cars, let alone who might have been sitting in them.


  “Fine. We’ll drop off one of the cars at home and take the camera to Mrs. Parnell’s. She’ll be happy to print out my shots for us. She might be able to improve the image of the guy in the Mustang. And there are a few more things I’d like her to look up.”


  “Okay. But are you sure you should be driving?”


  “I’ve had lots of excellent painkillers. Unless you’ve figured out how you can drive two cars at once?”


  Alvin sniffed. “Fine. But I hope I don’t have to drag you back to Emergency.”


  “Not everything’s about you, Alvin,” I said as I hurried off before he could respond.


  We chose to drop off the LTD first. As we both pulled up to the house, Jacki Jewell was just getting out of her black Mercedes SUV.


  “Wow,” Alvin said. “She’s had her photo and name vinyl-wrapped on her car. That’s so—”


  “Egotistical?” I muttered.


  “Well, looks like I caught you,” she said with just a hint of accusation.


  “Likewise,” I said. I tried not to stare at the giant scary vinyl teeth on the side of her pricey vehicle.


  “We have an offer,” she said, the way anyone else might say the patient died.


  “Told you,” Alvin muttered.


  “Why the long face? I thought that was what we wanted,” I said.


  “Well, I’m certain we can get a better price,” she said. “Give it some thought.”


  “Is it much under what we asked?” I said.


  “No. They didn’t quibble about price at all. But that’s a sign. Perhaps we can get a higher offer from someone else and then get a bidding war going. That’s where…”


  “Is it that couple who were here earlier?” Alvin said, “Because they were lovely and I don’t think that Camilla wants to rip them off. Do you?”


  “Of course not. We’re in a hurry, Jacki. Can you give us the offer, and we’ll take it with us to read it over before we sign it.”


  “I’ve indicated those items you need to note,” she said haughtily.


  “Camilla can never forget she’s a lawyer,” Alvin piped up.


  “Is it a conditional offer?” I asked. “Maybe we shouldn’t get too excited, Alvin.”


  “No conditions,” she said in clipped tones. “They have the money. They won’t even need a mortgage. They sold their house in Vancouver. Could have bought a much more expensive property if they wanted.”


  “Possession date?”


  “Flexible. Up to three months if you need it.”


  “Is there anything unreasonable?” I asked.


  “Not really, but I do believe we could have gotten a better price if you—”


  “Thank you, Jacki,” I said extracting the envelope from her hand. “I’ll go over it tonight, and you can pick it up tomorrow. And now if you’ll excuse us, we have to get out to visit our friend before it’s too late. Alvin, do we have any good quality photo paper?”


  “Don’t be ridiculous. We don’t even have a decent printer. But we can get some on the way.”


  “Did you ever find the wires to connect the camera to the computer?”


  “Lord thundering Jesus, Camilla, you’re the one who’s always losing things.”


  
    * * *
  


  Mrs. Parnell had no trouble uploading the images from the camera to her laptop and displaying them on her large screen television. Apparently, it’s easy if you know how and have thousands of dollars worth of the right kind of software.


  We were crowded into her small space in the Perley, mostly because the Major and the Colonel had decided to join us. We were more than a little sombre as we had all just watched the surveillance DVD of Annalisa Fillmore’s approach to Bunny’s house and her horrifying fiery exit.


  “I got good shots of all the cars in the parking lot. They were all empty, but I’m not certain I actually got an image of the Mustang before it tried to run me over,” I said as Mrs. P. quickly clicked through photo by photo. Sombre or not, she was enjoying the task.


  Click click.


  There were pictures of a silver Mazda 3 and a black Acura, almost a twin of my own, only with Manitoba plates.


  She clicked onto the candy red Yaris, then the black cherry Honda Accord from the late nineties, a ribbon of rust showing around each of the wheel wells. All were empty, all had Ontario plates.


  Click.


  The glossy Ford F-150 King Ranch truck had no plates in the front, meaning either it was straight off a dealer’s lot with a temporary plate or it was registered in Quebec. I’d stepped behind it to check that. Sure enough, Quebec plates. Click. I’d been approaching the mustard-yellow Mustang, starting to wonder if I had been wasting my time when all hell had broken loose.


  Click.


  “Did you see anyone in the car that tried to eliminate you, Ms MacPhee?”


  I shook my head. “No. It all happened so quickly. I barely saw it coming at me. I guess I heard the engine rev before my brain recognized what was happening and I ran for cover.”


  “There’s an image of the license plate, so surely we can trace the owner. I might even be able to hack in and—”


  “Won’t do any good, Mrs. P.,” I said hastily. “The vehicle was stolen earlier.”


  Alvin said, “You can see the profile of a person on the passenger side.”


  “I don’t even remember seeing him. I was just clicking away. These shots are not too well focused.”


  Mrs. Parnell swirled her mouse. “I can enhance that shot a bit more. It’s somewhat blurry, but my photo software can produce miracles.”


  I squinted. “It’s not quite enough to identify anyone though.”


  Alvin said, “Give Violet a chance.”


  Mrs. Parnell beamed and swirled her mouse again. All too technical for me. The picture sharpened. I stared. “That’s funny. That person looks a lot like…”


  “What?” Alvin said.


  “Who?” Mrs. Parnell added.


  The Major or possibly the Colonel said, “Don’t hold back. It’s not sporting.”


  I said, “Well, that just doesn’t make sense.”


  “Who?” Alvin raised his voice. The other three reminded him that we were in a medical facility, and we didn’t want to get turfed out.


  “It looks like Jamie Kilpatrick.”


  Mrs. Parnell glanced up sharply. “You asked me to research the demise of a pair of Kilpatricks.”


  I sat on Mrs. Parnell’s bed and stared at her. “I did indeed. His grandparents. They were killed by a drunk driver. But that doesn’t explain why he would be in the passenger seat of a stolen Mustang that tried to run me down.”


  “From my time in Intelligence,” the Major said, “I learned that things are not always what they seem.”


  “Very astute, Major,” Mrs. P. said. “Very.”


  So if things weren’t as they seemed, what were they? I’d been sleuthing around Kilpatrick’s grandparents’ house, and someone had called the police on me. What if it had been Kilpatrick himself and not the English lady with the dog? But what would that accomplish? Unless he didn’t want me looking too closely at anything to do with him. If people weren’t as they presented themselves, who were they? Annalisa had presented herself as a campaigner against crime, and yet as far as I could tell, she’d had a plan to murder Bunny and his family. The people in this strange game of cat and mouse, victims and villains, were connected somehow. Would I ever figure it out?


  “I don’t know why he’d try to kill me, but he was Rollie Thorsten’s assistant, and he is definitely connected to Brugel. I don’t think there’s any link between him and Annalisa, but it’s worth exploring. I think I need to sit back and think of everyone who is even vaguely related to this and then perhaps, if it isn’t too much trouble, Mrs. P., see if we can find photos of them and print them. It’s time to talk to the people who knew the victims.”


  Within fifteen minutes, we had several decent photos printed out: a shot of Brugel, thuglike, one of Annalisa Fillmore, giving a speech, another of Judge Cardarelle gazing frostily into the camera at a formal event. Madame Cardarelle, elegant as usual, stood beside him with a pro forma smile on her beautiful face. Roxanne Terrio standing by her bicycle, shielding her eyes from the sun. Bev Leclair was waving in the background. Rollie Thorsten striding out of the Courthouse, and Constable Steve Anstruther at his swearing in ceremony. We came up empty on Jamie Kilpatrick. Eventually, even Mrs. Parnell gave up.


  I didn’t though. I pulled out my cellphone.


  “P. J.,” I said merrily. “Glad to catch you. I think I have a few scraps of very newsy stuff for you.”


  “You’re always saying that, Tiger, and yet, to date? Big fat zero.”


  “Take heart. I was almost run over today, and it looks like the passenger in the car was the junior lawyer in the Brugel case. I think he’s involved in this whole joke set-up and these deaths. I don’t know why, but his grandparents were killed a year and a half ago. There has to be some connection. His name is Jamie Kilpatrick. Do you have a shot of him? Maybe leaving the court? I know you take lots. I noticed one you took of Rollie Thorsten made the paper after his death.”


  P. J. sighed.


  I said, “By the way, the cops aren’t saying anything, but that body outside Bunny Mayhew’s house? That was Annalisa Fillmore.”


  I enjoyed P. J.’s gasp more than the preceding sigh. “You can ask if they’ll confirm or deny it. I suggest starting with the lovely and talented Sgt. Leonard Mombourquette.” I added, “That might get you something before the paper goes to bed tonight. Make sure you send me that photo soon. The best address is Mrs. Parnell’s, but send it to me too. Just in case.”


  P. J. said, “I’ll see what I can find, and I’ll email you. Just give me a bit of time. This is smokin’.”


  “You’re welcome,” I said, smugly.


  The group was watching me as I finished making sure he had the right email addresses. When I hung up, Mrs, Parnell said, “I wonder why it is that you would be receiving these jokes, and why your former client Mr. Mayhew would have been at risk?”


  I said. “The questions are the easy part. What I need is answers.”


  “Perhaps it’s not the only question,” the Colonel said. “It’s important to ask the right questions in order to produce the best answers.”


  Frankly, while I thought he was just trying to keep up with the Major in Mrs. P.’s estimation, he went way up in mine.


  “You’re right,” I said. “We should all be trying to find relationships between and among each of these people. Let’s work on that on our own. Use your imaginations. Let them run wild.”


  “Oh, that reminds me, Ms MacPhee. In all the excitement, I quite forgot to tell you that I have learned that Annalisa Fillmore and Judge Cardarelle owned adjacent rental properties in Lowertown. Condos in that new development on George Street. Not sure if that’s a fit, but it’s a fact.”


  
    * * *
  


  It was after nine when we got home, a bit later than I’d hoped because Mrs. Parnell, the Colonel and the Major had been keen to offer opinions and suggestions and because I was waiting to see if P. J. actually could send the photo. If the staff hadn’t given us the boot we might have been there until midnight.


  The girls, big surprise, were out.


  Alvin said, “They invited me to go with them and their team, but I couldn’t leave you here high and dry.”


  “Why don’t you go now? There’s nothing I’d like better than to be high and dry,” I said, checking my phone. “Oh look, P. J. sent me a photo of Kilpatrick. Can you take a minute to print a couple of copies? Don’t whine about the quality of our printer or the paper, just do it.”


  I walked Gussie quickly while Alvin managed to print the photo on our crappy printer. That boy can move fast enough when he puts his mind to it. I waved goodbye to him and plunked myself down on the sofa to try to connect the dots. I was really pleased to be home alone. The photo had turned out fine. There was a clear shot of Kilpatrick, slightly dwarfed by Constable Wentzell outside the courthouse. I figured that P. J.’s real goal had been to get a shot of the amazon-like Wentzell, the girl of his dreams.


  The day seemed to have been about forty-eight hours long, but by ten o’clock I was frustrated. I knew I’d never be able to sleep. I hadn’t connected a single dot. Annalisa hated Rollie with good reason but couldn’t possibly have killed him. Jamie Kilpatrick had tried to run me down, but had been in the cop shop at the time of Rollie’s death. He was definitely involved somehow, but until I’d seen the photo of his face on the passenger side of the Mustang, I never would have thought he was capable of anything. But who was on the driver’s side? Yet another player with no clear relationship?


  I paced around a bit and drew arrows and question marks between people, then scratched them out. I would have liked to get Ray’s take on the situation, but you can’t have everything. Sometimes you can’t have anything.


  Of course, I needed to talk to people who might identify relationships between any of the individuals whose photos I’d collected. That would make sense. I glanced at the clock.


  Was it really too late to call? My sisters would have said yes, but they were out of town, weren’t they? Anyway, I was a big girl, even if I couldn’t connect the dots, and all the people I cared about were unavailable, as were most of the people I didn’t care about.


  What to do?


  I picked up that proud low-tech device, the telephone book, and took a look to see if I could locate Bev Leclair, the office manager at Terrio and Fox. Sure enough, I found a couple of listings for B. Leclairs, none too far away. Was it best to call first or try surprise? I opted for surprise. It wasn’t like I had anything else to do.


  There was no luck at the houses of the first couple of B. Leclairs, and half an hour later I was checking out the third, cruising through the leafy neighbourhood of Sandy Hill, not far from Mombourquette’s own tiny mouse house. I took a slight detour and drove past it. The lights were out, his car gone. I popped a set of the photos into his mailbox. I imagined he was at Elaine’s place for the evening, surrounded by clutter and non-stop chatter. Clean carpets too.


  Oh, well. As Mrs. P. would say, nothing ventured, nothing gained.


  I called Mombourquette and imagined him sitting on Elaine’s new orange leather sofa, surrounded by stacks of political books and staring at my number on his call display as he didn’t pick up. I tried twice more and left a helpful message telling him about the set of photos in his mailbox and suggesting that he find a way to show them to Constable Steve Anstruther if he regained consciousness, taking special note of Anstruther’s reaction to Annalisa Fillmore and James Kilpatrick. I felt a bit better after that.


  Bev Leclair lived in a well-maintained building with a small lawn that someone must have cut with nail scissors, it was so precise. The lobby smelled of citrus cleaner, and I could practically see my reflection in the polished marble floor. It was exactly the type of place I would have expected for Bev. The leather sofa and pair of matching club chairs also looked well-cared for. Maybe this was the kind of building I’d like for myself once the house sold.


  B Leclair appeared on the list of residents. I pressed that button and waited. A disembodied voice said hello, a hint of surprise in the tone. Or was it apprehension?


  “Camilla MacPhee,” I said. “I have information that might shed light on Roxanne’s death, and I would like to know if you could help me by looking at some photos. You could meet me in the foyer if you’re more comfortable.”


  “Come on up,” she said. “Apartment 843.”


  The door was open when I arrived. Based on my years as a victims’ advocate, I wanted to suggest that a woman at home alone might show more caution, but of course, this wasn’t the right moment for that. Moxi, the bouncing chihuahua, greeted me with a blizzard of barking.


  The apartment was like Bev herself, bright, colourful and neat. Her dark red hair was in a French twist, and her black jersey cotton dress and glittery flipflops showed a sexy side I hadn’t noticed in the crisp office manager. She wore her curiosity like a piece of jewellery. The man who stood behind her sported baggy plaid shorts, a T-shirt and an expression that indicated he’d be happier if I was vaporized on the spot.


  “Won’t take long,” I said.


  He nodded grimly, took his shaved head and his Celtic tattoos and swaggered out to the balcony, along with a package of cigarettes and a glower. Moxi scampered after him. The boyfriend tried and failed to keep Moxi inside.


  I plunked myself down next to Bev on the striped IKEA sofa and spread out the photos.


  “I need to know if any of these people look familiar, if they might have had a relationship with Roxanne, business or personal, or if they’d ever come to the office.”


  She nodded. “Sure. Do you think that one of them caused her to crash her bicycle?”


  “I think so. I wasn’t entirely up front with you and Gary the time I came by the office. Let me go through the whole thing for you: Roxanne died just over a month ago, a Judge Cardarelle died a few weeks before that, Rollie Thorsten was murdered several days ago and a police officer was critically injured this week. Someone set fire to another person’s home yesterday. I and one other person received a lawyer joke before each of these deaths. It didn’t sound too serious to us until the next day when a sheet of paper with the name of the victim arrived. I think the victims also received the jokes.”


  “You asked about the jokes and I told you Roxanne got one that I knew of.”


  “I believe someone is sending a message. Every victim is connected with the legal system in some way, hence the jokes. And the pace is picking up.”


  Her hand shot to her throat. “You mean you think someone killed poor Roxanne because of some twisted idea of revenge? That’s too horrible.”


  “Yes, it is,” I said.


  “The jokes were some kind of message to the person?”


  “I believe so.”


  “But Roxanne wasn’t upset by that dumb joke. Annoyed maybe, but not upset. She had no idea it meant anything.”


  I searched for the right words to reveal what I had concluded during my long stretch of thinking. I took a deep breath. Bev stared at me, her brown eyes huge.


  I said, “I wonder if she didn’t learn it at the end.”


  “You mean the person would have told her she was going to die and why?”


  I shrugged, apologetically. “It makes sense to me.”


  “Well, not to me. It’s horrible!”


  The man on the balcony reacted to the sound of her raised voice. He stepped toward the door, and she waved him away again. He turned his back to us. Sulking, I thought.


  “Your friend doesn’t like me much.”


  The grin made it all the way to her eyes. “Don’t worry about it. I don’t think he’s a keeper. Unlike Moxi. Moxi’s here for good.”


  I said, “That’s terrific. So, now that you understand where I’m coming from, let’s have a look at these pictures.” I passed her the one of Rollie Thorsten.


  She said, “I saw his picture in the paper recently, but I’d never seen him before. And never in person. Next.”


  I passed her a shot of Annalisa at her most impassioned, and accompanied it with the grainy image of her heading up to Bunny’s door.


  Bev shook her head. “She’s quite memorable. I wouldn’t be able to forget her.”


  “This next guy also had a bicycle, so that may be a connection. I produced the photo of Jamie Kilpatrick, small and stick-like next to the strapping Constable Wentzell as they exited the courthouse. P. J. was so besotted that the shot was really of Wentzell with Kilpatrick as an unfortunate addition.


  Bev stabbed a French-manicured finger at the photo. The patio door opened, and the non-keeper boyfriend stepped in, cigarette finished, leaving Moxi yipping on the balcony. Bev didn’t give him a glance.


  I said to Bev. “Thank you. That’s what I need, a connection between him and Roxanne. Did you see him around here? He said he rides his bike everywhere. Did he used to ride with her?”


  “Not him,” she said, firmly, pointing to Wentzell. “I’ve seen her talking to Roxanne. On a bike too.”


  SIXTEEN


  
    A bad lawyer can let a case drag out for several years.

    A good lawyer can make it last so much longer.

  


  I had trouble adjusting my mind to this new idea. I wanted to implicate Kilpatrick, since the snivelling little creep had nearly run me down. But what did Wentzell have to do with all this? Was Bev mistaken? Even as I had that thought, I knew it was wishful thinking. No. If Bev said she’d seen her, then Wentzell was definitely involved. But how? What the hell did she have to do with Roxanne Terrio?


  “She’s quite a bit younger than Roxanne was. Were they friends?”


  “No. I just happened to see them having a conversation about bikes one day. That big blonde girl wasn’t in a police uniform that time though. She was in that stretchy biking gear you see. Roxanne wore that kind of gear too. I got the impression they had just struck up a casual conversation.”


  “Was it around the time Roxanne died?”


  The amazing eyelashes fluttered. “No. It was a long time ago. Maybe last fall? Before Roxanne put her bike away for the winter.”


  I sat there mulling over that. Did it mean anything that Roxanne had met Constable Kristen Wentzell? If so, what?


  The boyfriend was getting restless, and on the balcony Moxi was flinging his little body against the glass and yowling like a coyote. I could see that it was time to call it quits. But first, I asked Bev, “Do you think that Roxanne would have been nervous around this woman?”


  Bev paused. “No. She looked quite comfortable. Not worried at all.”


  “I wonder if that’s what got her killed.”


  
    * * *
  


  Of course, I was wide awake with this new information. Beyond wide awake. With all the stuff swirling around in it, my head was quite a bit bigger on the inside than on the outside. I now knew it was likely that Wentzell had some involvement. And she’d first met Roxanne the previous fall. Did that mean that whatever had been planned had been in the works for a long time? Wentzell and Kilpatrick had been in the photo together. Had they known each other aside from Court? Could Wentzell have been the driver of the mustard-yellow Mustang?


  I climbed into the car to head home. I tried Mombour-quette’s cellphone number a few more times. It went straight to voice mail. I tried Elaine’s too. I checked the clock. After eleven. Late, but not impossibly so. Would Madame Cardarelle still be awake? I figured it wouldn’t cost anything to check and drop off her copies of the photos. I was more or less halfway to Rockcliffe at that point, give or take. If the lights were on, maybe Coco Bentley would be at home and willing to bounce around some theories. I could also pop by Elaine’s place later on to share this new information with her and her mouseketeer.


  Rockcliffe exuded opulence, even in the dark. There was a sense that all was well with the world, although I knew it wasn’t. Madame Cardarelle’s traditional home was in darkness, which was disappointing. However, Coco Bentley’s huge modern house was lit up like a small airport. Was she having a party? I hurried up to the front door, opened it and yelled hello. Coco was thrilled to see me. I suspected she had already had a snootful, an enviable state of being. However, I needed to keep a clear head and drank only what Coco referred to as “mix”. It seemed harmless to ask her to have a look at the photos. Maybe, while lurking snoopily in her garden next to the Cardarelles’, Coco had spotted one of these people. Perhaps even Wentzell.


  Coco slooshed her G & T as she sat cross-legged on her vast, and I do mean vast, leather sectional. Most of it was scattered with reading material, but if it had been decluttered, it could easily have seated ten. I took the neighbouring chair.


  She tossed aside the photos of people she didn’t know, but stopped at Annalisa Fillmore’s image. “Annalisa. Of course. Such a bitter and annoying woman. The pitch of her voice could give you a migraine. She’s everywhere, it seems. I’ve never seen her on my street, though. If I had, I’d have hidden under the bed. Who’s that horrible looking man?”


  “Lloyd Brugel.”


  “Oh right, the thug. Never seen him before and I think I’m glad of it.”


  “Consider yourself lucky.”


  “And this skinny kid? He looks like he’s afraid of his shadow. But there’s something very familiar about him.”


  “What about the woman he’s with?”


  “What about her?”


  I considered removing the G & T from her hand. “Have you ever seen her around here? With or without the uniform?”


  She shook her head emphatically. “Not likely to forget an amazon like her, am I?”


  “Okay, fine. What about him?”


  “Him, yes. I’ve seen him somewhere.”


  “Could it have been on a news clip? His senior lawyer was murdered, and I’m sure he was—”


  “Nope. I think it was in the neighbourhood.”


  “Talking to Judge Cardarelle perhaps? Or Madame?”


  “I can’t imagine him having the nerve to talk to his godship. And France is pretty icy herself when you first meet her. It will come to me. Sure you won’t join me in a drink?”


  “Gotta go. Let me know and would you mind showing these photos to Madame Cardarelle tomorrow morning? Once your hangover wears off.”


  “Very funny. I’d be glad to, though.”


  
    * * *
  


  I banged on Elaine’s door for a while, but no one answered. Voicemail would have to do. I could only hope that Mombourquette actually listened to these messages when he finally got around to checking. His looming retirement had definitely eroded his work ethic.


  “Leonard,” I said, “I’ve emailed you a copy of a photo of the man who was in the Mustang that tried to run me over. Draw your own conclusions. And by the way, can you find out which police officers were involved in the detention of Jamie Kilpatrick the night of Rollie Thorsten’s murder?”


  Excellent.


  By now it was midnight. My painkillers were wearing off, and my shoulder was aching like crazy, but never mind, I was following a hunch. The door to 1608 had been repaired and was locked. That was a good sign. The key turned easily. Also good.


  I opened the door and stuck my nose in. The hunch paid off. There was nothing but soft breathing sounds from Bunny, Tonya and Destiny, all flaked out on Mrs. Parnell’s bed. As I’d hoped, they’d returned to the one place the police and pursuers thought they’d cleared out of. I chose not to wake them up. They were probably exhausted. I left a package of the photos with a note to have Tonya and Bunny check them out and call me in the morning if they recognized anyone at all.


  For some reason, I felt tired. There was not much chance of finding anything else out that night. I drove straight home, took Gussie as far as the closest tree, swallowed two painkillers, and pitched head first into bed. There was no sign of Alvin and the girls. It was just as well that my house didn’t catch fire, because it would have taken way more than that to wake me up.


  
    * * *
  


  What is worse? A cold wet nose on your ear? Pungent dog breath too near your mouth to be healthy? Or an incessantly ringing phone?


  I reached blindly for the receiver. My hand came up empty.


  “Someone answer that stupid thing,” I snarled and slammed the pillow over my head. The stabbing pain in my shoulder woke me up but good. Endless rings later, I heard a short chirp that indicated a message was being recorded.


  So no rush.


  I had just dozed off again when the next call came. This time Gussie put his paw on my chest to indicate that, as I had to get up to answer the phone anyway, I might as well take him out to attend to pressing business. I squinted blearily at the floor. No receiver there.


  I staggered outside with Gussie. The next door neighbour shot me a glance of frosty contempt. Perhaps she’d noticed that my shorts were on backwards and my T-shirt was inside out. But then she’s frosty at the best of times. Not like I cared.


  Back inside, Alvin was standing in the kitchen, yawning. At least he’d put on coffee, and it did smell heavenly. I fed Gussie and Mrs. Parnell’s cat. Not a moment too soon apparently. They gave the impression they were at death’s door.


  “Any reason you didn’t pick up the phone, Alvin?” I asked in a neutral tone.


  “I was outside working in the garden. There’s a lot of weeding needed, not that you’d ever notice. Where are all the receivers?” he griped.


  “You tell me. Oh damn, there it goes again.”


  Of course, I suspected one or two of the receivers might be in the girls’ room. Or Alvin’s for that matter.


  “Are the girls still asleep?” I said as I stared at the coffee pot, willing it to speed up or be tossed against the nearest mural.


  “Asleep? Are you kidding? They were up and gone early. Even though their team didn’t qualify, not that you would know that, they still wanted to see the Sunday morning races. Then they’re—”


  “Unbelievable. What time is it now?”


  “It’s after noon. Twelve thirty, in fact. I thought you were gone too, it was so quiet here.”


  “Twelve thirty? That’s impossible. I never sleep late. It must have been those painkillers. I’m so groggy I can’t focus.”


  “You have to focus because we’re having a kitchen party tomorrow night.”


  “We are?”


  “The girls are finished their events, and they’ll be returning to Nova Scotia on Tuesday. It’s hard to believe they’ve been here almost a week. I’ll do all the cooking and logistics, but I can’t be in two places at a time and I have a list of things for you to…”


  I suppose he kept droning on.


  Five minutes later, coffee finished and painkiller popped, I hit the shower, and the combo of warm water and green apple shampoo seemed to help. I emerged squeaky clean and slightly less out of it. The downside of all that pleasantness was that, as my mind began to focus, the matter of murder returned.


  I sat on my unmade bed and Mrs. Parnell’s little cat snuggled in. I stroked her fur and thought hard. Something Alvin had said was twitching in my brain and clamouring for attention. What was it? Something about the kitchen party the next night. Why would I pay any attention to that? Party preparations wouldn’t lodge in my brain, even when I’m not groggy.


  The little calico nudged my arm. That’s code for “keep stroking”. Gussie jumped back into bed too and nosed my leg. Why should the cat get all the attention? “You guys sure can work as a team to distract me. It’s quite a talent,” I said, glad I had two hands, one for each pet.


  My hands stopped mid-stroke. The cat and the dog glanced at me with reproach.


  “That’s it.”


  The cat nudged again.


  “Teamwork,” I said. “That’s how they did it. Holy shit. That’s it! Alvin! Where are you? Get moving! Find me a phone!”


  One receiver turned up buried in the sofa cushions. I may have been responsible for that myself. Alvin continued to radiate resentment as he searched for my cellphone. “Other duties as required,” I said. “Never forget that job description.”


  I called Mrs. Parnell, praying she’d be in her room.


  No answer.


  I called the nursing station and pleaded family emergency. Three minutes later, Mrs. Parnell came on the line. “Is young Ferguson in any difficulty?”


  “He won’t be if he finds my cellphone. I need some help from you. The photos you printed out last night were amazing. Great quality. Thanks for printing extra copies.”


  “Splendid. You are most welcome, Ms MacPhee. Glad to be of service.”


  “As a result of those photos, I think I understand something more about what’s going on. I think several people are involved: Annalisa Fillmore, James Kilpatrick, and now, I believe, Constable Kristen Wentzell.”


  “Fascinating.”


  “Yes. I need you to dig around and see if you can find any connections between them. For instance, do they have anything in common?”


  “All of them?”


  “Yes.”


  “Will do. I’ll get on that immediately.”


  As soon as she disconnected, I checked the messages.


  Bunny. Breathless. Agitated.


  “Why aren’t you answering any of your phones? We can’t stay here any more. If you could find us, anyone can. Please try not to put my family in any more danger. I don’t know why you left those pictures here. Someone might have followed you. That really creeped me out, Camilla. And I didn’t even recognize any of them except for Lloyd Brugel and Rollie Thorsten. And did you know you left the package with the offer to purchase your house here with those photos, and Tonya thinks I should let you know. By the way, she recognized somebody, but she thinks it’s probably not connected.”


  Thanks, Bunny. You’re the person who drew me into the investigation anyway, I thought crabbily, and you couldn’t even mention which person Tonya thought looked familiar, let alone where you are going now.


  
    * * *
  


  I made a quick trip back to Clearwater Crescent to pick up the offer on the house. In apartment 1608, there was no sign of Bunny anywhere. I couldn’t blame him for hiding out, but I hoped he hadn’t made a pact with some devil to get him to a safer place. My footsteps echoed eerily on the parquet floor of Mrs. Parnell’s apartment as I walked to the dining room table to get the document.


  I glanced around the apartment sadly. Was our old friend and ally ever going to be able to return to her home? It seemed like the right time to visit her again.


  I wasted no time in gettting off to the Perley, determined to look on the bright side where she was concerned.


  “Ms MacPhee!” she cheered as I found her in a wheelchair having a Benson & Hedges at the specially designated smoking area outside. I’d wondered how she’d adjusted to that.


  “Caught you,” I said with a grin.


  “I have something for you, Ms MacPhee.” She waved the cigarette holder with her usual drama.


  “Let’s have it. I already know there’s some kind of connection between Constable Kristen Wentzell and Roxanne Terrio. Anything else on them?”


  “Not really, although I will certainly continue to try to ferret out additional information. This is just a reference really. I wasn’t able to find a lot of connections, but I’ll keep at it. Guess who I found?”


  “Constable Kristen Wentzell and Jamie Kilpatrick?”


  She shook her head. “Give it another try.”


  “Annalisa Fillmore and Bunny Mayhew?”


  “Keep guessing, Ms MacPhee.”


  “Rollie Thorsten and Steven Anstruther? Judge Cardarelle and…?”


  “I see I have you bested. But of course, it wasn’t really a fair fight.” She grinned at me.


  I did my best to grin back, but I was truly exhausted by the strain of the last few days and the worry about Bunny and his family. “I admit defeat,” I said. “Let’s have it.”


  “Well, I found a document from an organization called Shattered Families. It’s dated eighteen months ago and appears to be a group of people who have had terrible things happen to loved ones. This seems to be an agenda for what was an initial meeting. As far as I can tell, the terrible events or tragedies all involve crimes.”


  “Really? What did you…?”


  “Patience, Ms MacPhee.”


  “Okay, but not much.”


  “It merely listed members attending the meeting and the name that had been chosen for the group. All the names rang a bell. And the major one of interest to you is of course, A. Fillmore.”


  “Who were the others?”


  “One was K. Wentzell.”


  “Oh! And Kilpatrick?”


  “There was a J. Kilpatrick too. And you may find this interesting, someone called F. Cardarelle. The coincidence of the last name is striking, is it not?”


  I sat back on the bench, stunned.


  “Ms MacPhee? Are you quite all right? You’re shockingly pale. Should I call for a nurse?”


  I fought back a wave of nausea. Who and what else had I misjudged? Was anyone else going to die because I couldn’t grasp what was going on?


  “Anything else about this organization? Are there more names on the list?” I croaked out.


  “I’ve searched around for minutes or other documents from the organization, but I haven’t been fortunate enough to find them yet. Of course, they’d hardly be sharing documents that indicate any kind of conspiracy. I assume this initial attendance list just escaped their notice. However, I shall keep ferreting about. I’ve just taken a brief break, but I’ll be back at my station in a minute.”


  “Great. Keep doing that. We must find links. Okay, I know that Annalisa Fillmore lost her son as a result of a street racer, and she was really devastated that Rollie got him off. Jamie Kilpatrick’s grandparents were killed by a drunk driver. I don’t know what happened to him. We need to know who killed them. Do you think you can you locate that information for me? Same thing with Kristen Wentzell. Did she lose someone? Who? And Madame Cardarelle. She lost a child. I’ll check that out with Coco Bentley. She’ll probably know the details.”


  I counted off on my fingers. “There are four names here. But so far, there are five people who appear to have been targeted, including Bunny. That would indicate that a fifth person is involved. We need to know who the fifth one is.”


  Mrs. Parnell reached out to touch my hand. “If you will forgive me, Ms MacPhee, you have been receiving the jokes too. We must consider that you may be a sixth intended victim.”


  I was already on my cellphone, hoping like hell that Coco Bentley was still lounging around. To my relief, she answered. “Coco! Don’t show those photos to Madame Cardarelle. Whatever you do.”


  “Hello, Camilla. I couldn’t have anyway. She doesn’t seem to be home this afternoon.”


  “Oh. Promise me you won’t mention it to her. I’ll explain later.”


  “Over drinks?” Coco is always hopeful for an extra social situation.


  “Sure. But I need a bit of information. You mentioned a tragedy with a child. I need to know about this. What happened? A traffic accident?”


  “Oh no. A drug overdose, I believe. Terribly sad. Alain was a difficult teenager. Always so rebellious and challenging, in trouble in school from a young age. The father was stern and uncompromising. He was close to fifty when Alain was born, and France was in her forties. I believe he came as a complete surprise. His mother did her best, but when he hit his teens he went right off the rails. He found the wrong companions and tried every drug going, including crack cocaine. France managed to get him into treatment and then tried to bring him home. I accidentally overheard a discussion between the parents one night from my garden. My French isn’t too bad, you know. France was pleading with the miserable old swine to let the boy come home. He wasn’t having any of it. Two weeks later, Alain was dead. Would it have made a difference to that troubled lad if he’d been able to stay with his parents? If he’d felt any love and support from his father? Who’s to say?”


  “But it certainly made a difference to his mother.”


  “You said it. If she hadn’t been in surgery at the time of his death, I wouldn’t have put it past her. But of course, she couldn’t have done it.”


  “Sure she could have, Coco. With the right team.”


  “I don’t understand.”


  “Never mind. At last, I’ve figured out that part. Whatever you do, just stay away from her.”


  “I remembered where I saw that young man.”


  “Let me guess. Visiting France Cardarelle in her home?”


  “Close. Having a cozy coffee together in a little bistro, if that’s any help.”


  Another confirmation. Always helpful.


  
    * * *
  


  I clicked off, asked Mrs. Parnell to check back and see who Kristen Wentzell might have been grieving for, said goodbye, and bolted for my car. On the way, I tried to reach the spectacularly unavailable Leonard Mombourquette. I’d given up on expecting him to check his phone. I drove to the Queensway, got off at Metcalfe and headed for the Police Station.


  Mombourquette was not at his second floor desk. Not too surprising on a Sunday when he had only a few weeks to serve. Undeterred, I explained my conclusions to one of his fellow officers in Major Crimes. He took a few notes. This guy had raised his technique for looking bored to an art form.


  “They’re in it together. Jamie Kilpatrick, Madame Cardarelle. Annalisa Fillmore was too. There may be others. That’s why they have alibis. I believe they are seeking revenge against a justice system that failed them. Lawyers, judges, police officers, like your own Steve Anstruther.” I was talking faster than normal and sounding a lot less rational than I needed to. I didn’t mention Kristen Wentzell. No point in getting tossed out on my ear just when things were going well.


  “We’ll look into it,” he said, meaning he would not give it a moment’s thought, and the notes would end up filed under N for Nutcase along with those unfortunate souls whose hobby is confessing to crimes they haven’t committed.


  
    * * *
  


  I thought that a visit to Loreena Holmes was next in order. For years, she’d been running Ottawa Bereavement Services with a gentle touch and a heart full of hope and caring. Of course, OBS would be closed on Sunday and Loreena’s home number was unlisted. Luckily, we’d been chummy enough because of Justice for Victims that I knew exactly where she lived. She was warm and hospitable to her friends and colleagues too, and I’d been invited more than once to her home. I was back on the Queensway in a flash and on my way to Foster Street. I found Loreena in the vine-festooned backyard, relaxing in a lawn chair, and enjoying what was not the first glass of ruby red wine with a woman friend she introduced as Gillian. A heavenly aroma drifted from the charcoal barbecue on the patio. The cheerful women were about to have their afternoon ruined, but there wasn’t much I could do about that.


  “Won’t take a minute,” I said, sliding onto a bright yellow chair, before she could say a word. “Shattered Families. Tell me what you know.”


  Her friend snorted and said in the crisp way of the transplanted Brit, “Bunch of nutters.”


  Loreena nodded gently. “I’d have to agree that they are a bit off the wall. They seemed much more interested in payback than in healing. A lot of forgiveness issues.”


  “Who was involved? Any names?”


  “Why?”


  “I just need you to trust me on this. It’s really important.”


  “All right. Glass of red, Camilla?”


  I shook my head. “Do you think any of them would actually be dangerous?”


  “Without a doubt,” said Gillian.


  “Hard to say,” Loreena mused. “Why do you ask?”


  “Rollie Thorsten’s gruesome murder.”


  “Oh, boy. That dangerous. Well, there were rumours, but you have to be fair to people. They’d all been through hell, and who are we to say they can’t be furious?”


  “Let me help you. I’ve heard of Annalisa Fillmore, France Cardarelle, a cop called Wentzell and a young lawyer named Jamie Kilpatrick. Were they part of your organization? Maybe didn’t fit in because of anger issues?”


  Loreena leaned forward and refilled her friend’s glass, then her own. She shook her head. “Camilla, you know I can’t tell you that.”


  Short of writing “yes” on the grass in red paint, her expression told me what I wanted to know.


  “Annalisa’s body was found after she apparently torched my client’s home.” I didn’t bother to explain the nature of my relationship to Bunny. “She had an iron-clad alibi for the time of Rollie’s death although she hated him with—”


  “A white-hot passion,” Gillian said, raising her glass.


  “Right. I need to know if you think these ‘nutters’ could band together to plot to kill people they felt had taken their loved ones.”


  Loreena shook her glossy silver hair. “I really wouldn’t like to say anything like that. They’ve all been through so much.”


  “I’d bet the farm on it,” said the friend. “Two farms.”


  “I think they provided alibis for each other. I think someone else on the team killed Rollie, and in return Annalisa planned to kill someone for that person, although she failed.”


  “Well, that makes sense,” Gillian agreed.


  Loreena pursed her lips and sent her friend a warning glance.


  “Anyone else you can think of, Loreena?” I said. “I believe there are five of them, as five people have received, um, anonymous communications from this group.”


  She didn’t meet my eyes. “I can’t really tell you that, Camilla. You of all people should understand confidentiality. There’s no way I can reveal anything about the people who pass through our group. It would be unconscionable.”


  I tried to read the expression on her friend’s face. She wasn’t about to blow the whistle and may not have known enough to, but there was something there. I decided to stall and get a bit of useful information. “Mind if I use your phone?”


  Loreena nodded distractedly. Inside the house, I switched my cell to mute and called it from her telephone. Sure enough. Loreena’s number showed when I checked. I returned to the backyard and said. “Did I mention there might have been a child in the home that burned? I think the incendiary device was in a stuffed toy, a big green dog. Call me if you think of anyone.”


  Loreena paled but shook her head again. “I’m sorry, Camilla.”


  “That’s my cellphone number, in case that family being burned out, or the woman who was run down on her bicycle or even Rollie Thorsten being shot in the knees before being dumped from a boat to drown bothers you in any way.” I half-expected to hear my name called as I walked away. I tossed my card on the table.


  
    * * *
  


  Next I squealed to a stop in front of Elaine Ekstein’s second-floor apartment on Spruce Street, on the crosshairs of what is known as Little Italy and Chinatown. Elaine’s battered Pathfinder was parked in the driveway. There was no other vehicle. Mombourquette must have slipped through the trap yet again.


  As usual, Elaine’s place looked as though something had just exploded. She appeared to be in the middle of a project that involved taking all of her clothing out of every cupboard and drawer and rearranging it somehow. Under normal circumstances, I might have speculated as to how the fastidious Mombourquette could stand visiting her there, but I didn’t want to distract myself from the matter at hand. Anyway, Elaine was not pleased by my impromptu visit.


  “No, he’s not here, and you’ve got to stop hounding him, Camilla. Give the poor guy a break. He’s under a lot of pressure over that Rollie Thorsten case. And now this horrible fire and the dead woman.”


  “The woman killed in the fire was trying to murder Bunny and his family as collateral damage. I’m just reminding you of that. So, my calls on that topic are important. And wouldn’t you think if he was working a case he’d answer his cellphone at least occasionally?”


  “He picks up his calls, Camilla. Just not yours.”


  “But does he listen to my messages at all? Has he passed the information along?”


  She shrugged. “No idea. We never talk shop. Well, except for Thorsten’s murder and the fire at Bunny’s place. Bunny himself is off-limits. We’ve agreed to disagree.”


  “Easy for you. I’m sure he takes every one of your calls.”


  She didn’t bother to suppress her smirk. I didn’t suppress anything as I filled her in on what I now believed was going on with Shattered Families. She listened, white-faced without interrupting for once.


  I finished up by saying, “Make goddam sure he takes the next call from you. Tell him what I told you. And suggest that he picks up the next call from me. Life and death and all that.”


  SEVENTEEN


  
    -What do you call 10,000 lawyers

    at the bottom of the river?

    A very good start

  


  It was six o’clock when I stepped through the door of my own house, as usual not sure what I’d find. Whatever it was, it sure smelled good. And in spite of my unsettled day, I was hungry.


  “Alvin?”


  Alvin’s beaky nose popped out from the kitchen. “Hi, Camilla. I’m just making a bit of chowder for the party tomorrow. Of course, there’s no room in the kitchen, so we’ll be holding it in the backyard.”


  “Chowder? I’m starving. I’d like some of that.” Alvin had put bacon in this latest version, the same way my sisters do.


  “Help yourself. But it’s better the next day anyway. You know that.”


  I didn’t know that, because this was cooking knowledge, and I’d been born without the cooking chromosome, as well as the tall, blonde gene.


  “Speaking of girls, where are they? Aren’t their events all over? I thought I missed them.”


  He emerged carrying a dripping wooden spoon and sporting the Cape Breton tartan plastic apron. “They went on that cruise.”


  “What cruise?” I said as evenly as I could considering I had a bizarre vision of Ray’s girls sailing off into the Caribbean with a crowd of retired accountants.


  “That one they sent you the tickets for.”


  “All right, Alvin. Start from the beginning. I don’t know anything about any cruise, not that it makes any difference. Who would be sending me tickets for a cruise? Cruises cost thousands of dollars. It’s probably some scam. I can’t believe you fell for it, whatever it was.”


  Alvin gestured with the spoon. “Not that kind of cruise, Camilla. I’m not a fool. The lady phoned and said it was one of those on the Ottawa River, an evening cruise with dinner on the boat for you and a guest. She said that the guests on board would all be lawyers and I know you don’t really hang out with many and anyway, you weren’t here and the boat was leaving soon. I couldn’t imagine that you’d want the tickets.”


  “I couldn’t imagine it either. It’s kind of amusing to think of the girls taking my place. But why did I have these tickets?”


  “Maybe you won them in a raffle.”


  I raised an eyebrow. “But I would have had to buy a raffle ticket in that case, Alvin.”


  “A contest then.”


  “Earth to Alvin, I don’t do contests. You do. Maybe you won the tickets. Okay, another mystery solved. That chowder smells really good actually. Is it ready?”


  “They definitely came under your name.”


  “Okay, step back in time, Alvin. Came how? By mail?”


  “No, they were delivered to the door.”


  “Really? By a courier?”


  Alvin sniffed. “I found them in the mailbox. Now I have to check the chowder.”


  I knew better than to snap “forget the goddam chowder” and face sulky chowderless silences for a week. I just wanted answers. I followed him into the kitchen, where a large chowder pot was on the stove. The wonderful smell was coming from that. So was a bubbling sound that appeared to be bothering Alvin. He lifted the chowder pot off the burner.


  I was not the only audience for Alvin’s project. Gussie was already in the room, nose twitching enthusiastically. Mrs. Parnell’s cat was sitting on one of the sleek little chairs watching the show. Lester and Pierre were uncharacteristically silent. Perhaps bubbling pots made them nervous.


  “Not a moment too soon. I really don’t need a lot of interruptions while I’m trying to make a home-cooked meal for two motherless girls.”


  To my credit, I didn’t roll my eyes or utter a sharp remark.


  “It’s just a bit weird about these cruise tickets, Alvin.”


  Alvin didn’t respond. He was too busy stirring.


  “Just explain again how the tickets came to be here.” I sat down at the tiny table and waited.


  Finally Alvin turned around. “Nothing very dramatic. I was out for a walk, to get this beautiful big stainless pot at the Glebe Emporium, and when I was coming up to the house, I saw something sticking out of the mailbox.”


  I did my best not to sigh, yawn or say “In our lifetime, please, Alvin.” I nodded encouragingly and hoped the chowder didn’t start bubbling again and set us back to the beginning.


  He turned back to me. “Then the woman called and said there was something for you in the mailbox to express her family’s appreciation.”


  He whipped around and worked that wooden spoon. Gussie’s eyes opened wide in case that meant serving time.


  I said, “And what was in the mailbox, Alvin?”


  “I told you it was a pair of tickets to the cruise. The envelope and the note are still on the front hall console.”


  I got up and headed back to the hall. A plain letter-sized envelope had been slit open by Alvin. The letter opener lay next to it. My name was typed on it. Plain type, nothing unusual or distinguishing. Naturally, the envelope was empty.


  “There’s nothing here, Alvin,” I called.


  “That’s because I gave everything to Ashley and Brittany.”


  “You said there was a note.”


  “Do I have to do everything around here?” Alvin appeared in full outrage mode. That evaporated when he reached the table and I showed him the empty envelope. Our eyes met.


  “Gussie.”


  Sure enough, a slightly chewed piece of paper had been left on the sofa. What was left of it said, again in plain type, “In repayment for what you did for our family.” An indecipherable signature followed. Or Gussie might have drooled that.


  “I thought it was kind of nice,” Alvin said. “All those years at Justice for Victims working for next to nothing to help people, and how often did either one of us get anything for our efforts?”


  I let that slide. “Did you recognize her voice? If she was a client from JFV in the last five years you would have met her. No?”


  He thought hard. “No. She didn’t sound like anyone I knew. That signature doesn’t look familiar to me, either.”


  “It doesn’t even look like a signature. But that’s not important, I guess. We’ll figure out who it was at some point. Maybe they’ll call to see how the cruise went. I think I’ll have that chowder now.”


  Alvin arched his pierced eyebrow. “Are you waiting for me to serve it to you? And there’s no need to be snide.”


  Snide? I hadn’t meant to be snide, but I knew better then to get into an argument about snideness. The chowder possibility could dry up.


  “Sorry,” I said, with an attempt at a sincere smile.


  Alvin stared at me with concern. At least, I thought it was concern. He said, “Do you have indigestion? Because if you do, you probably shouldn’t eat chowder. It has dairy, and I put bacon in too and that could—”


  “I don’t have indigestion. Thank you for asking. And I think that dairy and bacon and whatever else is in there will be perfect.”


  “Ten minutes,” Alvin said. “I just have to correct the seasoning.”


  “Ten minutes?” I glanced at my watch. “Well, whatever else, at least we didn’t get any jokes. Wait until I tell you what I think I’ve figured out, thanks to Mrs. Parnell. If Mombourquette ever returns my calls...Alvin? Why do you have that expression on your face?”


  “What?”


  “Don’t ‘what’ me. Did we get any jokes?”


  “It’s not necessary to raise your voice,” Alvin sniffed. “Do you know how much I have to do around here with two extra people and all these animals and a big party planned tomorrow? You don’t even lift a finger and when you drift in, all you do is criticize.” He turned and frantically whipped the chowder with the wooden spoon. Lucky it didn’t snap in two. “Maybe you could check the mail.”


  I have to say, the person who stirs the chowder has the upper hand in negotiations with the person who hasn’t really eaten much all day.


  “Sure thing. I’ll check the mail then. Although I didn’t notice any when I came in. What’s the matter with me? It’s Sunday. Yesterday was Saturday. Didn’t we get the burglar joke on Friday?”


  Alvin had trouble making eye contact. “There’s always stuff in the mailbox. I put some in the basket on the bookcase behind the sofa.”


  Don’t ask, I told myself, because the answer will merely delay your chowder experience. I had spent five years at Justice for Victims trying to get Alvin to put the mail in the “in” basket, after discarding junk in the recycling bin. To tell the truth, after all this time, he’d been just starting to get better at it. Something about the arrival of Ashley and Brittany and the sale of the house and the notion of a party seemed to have derailed him somehow.


  I lifted the basket out from its hiding place and immediately went to get the recycing bin. That took a minute at least. The glossy pizza flyers, the fat package full of coupons and the collection of photocopied sheets advertising local entrepreneurial services all landed in the blue box. The coupons made a nice thud. Next I tossed in the note from my next door neighbour asking me to tell my friends to refrain from blocking her driveway. There were three requests from charities, all containing notebooks or labels especially made for Camilla McPee. Gee, thanks, folks. I put those aside for the shredder.


  That left the envelope. My name, spelled correctly, was typed on it. I dashed upstairs and returned with a pair of tweezers. I held it by the corner and opened it.


  Camilla MacPhee


  I stared at my name. The only words on the page.


  I got up and walked to the kitchen, where Alvin was holding a container of sea salt in his hand and frowning at the chowder pot.


  “Alvin!”


  He jumped. “Lord thundering Jesus, Camilla, do you have to yell?”


  “Is that all the mail?”


  “Why?”


  I kept my temper in check. No point in wasting time. “Because I see my name typed on a piece of paper, and yet, I don’t see an envelope with a joke.”


  “Oh. Oh,” he said. “Right. There were some more flyers and stuff sticking out yesterday. The phone rang just as I was about to put it all on the console and I—”


  “Just tell me where it might be. Right now. Don’t beat around the bush.”


  He bit his lip. “I think it’s in the dining room. On the dining room sideboard. What is it? What’s going on? Camilla?”


  I made it to the dining room and sifted through that pile of flyers and cheap printed ads that seem to clog the mailbox every day of the week. My heart rate soared at the sight of the plain envelope.


  Alvin appeared by my side. “Tell me what’s going on.”


  I lifted the envelope with the tweezers. “You open it with the scissors. Don’t smudge anything. It must have been hand-delivered on Saturday.


  Alvin managed to open it, and once again I used the tweezers to extract the sheet of paper inside.


  He whispered, “What does it say?”


  “What do you call ten thousand lawyers at the bottom of the river?”


  Alvin said, “Wait, I know that joke.”


  I grabbed his arm. “Oh my god. The girls are on a boat trip that was meant for me. With a bunch of lawyers. What time does it leave? Where does the boat cruise go? Where do they take off?”


  Alvin’s voice shook. “I don’t remember where or when. I just gave them the tickets and the information and they went. They thought it would be fun. Lord thundering Jesus! Oh no!”


  “Do you remember the name of the boat?”


  His eyes widened. “Yes! The Leila Q. I thought it sounded like a pretty name.”


  I shouted, “Alvin, you dial 911 and tell them that someone may have tampered with a boat called the Leila Q on the Ottawa River. I’ll phone too, and I’m calling Mombourquette and Elaine and we’re getting in the car as we call. Leave the chowder.”


  Mombourquette’s phone went to message. I left a long, detailed and shaky one. As we jumped into the car, I said, “Alvin, try to reach Mrs. P. and get her to check out Ottawa River cruises. Tell her to call all the companies and find out about the Leila Q. Tell her to say that passengers might be in danger and to get that goddam boat back to shore.”


  
    * * *
  


  We rocketed out of the garage and up the driveway. I turned right, neatly knocking over my next-door neighbour’s wheelbarrow.


  “Nice going, Camilla. Maybe you’d better calm down if we want to get there in one piece. We can’t save Ashley and Brittany if we’re dead.”


  That would have been sensible advice if Alvin’s voice hadn’t been higher than a shrieking violin or even if he hadn’t been still wearing the Cape Breton tartan apron. Frankly, I didn’t care how many wheelbarrows we knocked over. However, I did keep my eyes open for pedestrians as we shot down the Queen Elizabeth driveway and across the Pretoria bridge.


  Alvin clung to his own cellphone and the dash with one hand as I turned onto Colonel By Drive on two wheels. He clutched my cellphone with the other. “Violet! She’s driving like a maniac. Where did you say the boats depart from, Violet? Hull? Hull, Camilla. Jacques Cartier Park. Then it’s supposed to pick up more people at the locks behind the Château Laurier! Floor it, Camilla.”


  “Tell Mrs. P. to call 911 and tell them that the same people who killed Rollie Thorsten are planning to sink a boat in the Ottawa River. Make sure they understand that this is serious. If the Colonel and the Major have connections, tell them to call in their markers.”


  As we peeled into the dock area in Jacques Cartier Park in Hull, on the Quebec side of the border, the Leila Q had already sailed. People were leaning against the rails, waving gaily. I strained to see Ashley and Brittany, but the boat was too far away.


  How would this insane team of murderers kill all the people on a boat? Sink it? Blow it up?


  “Back to the car!” We ran along the dock and jumped into the Acura. We raced out of the parking lot, leaving the attendant shaking his fist at us. Didn’t matter. We cut in front of a few slow drivers and tore onto the Interprovincial bridge, heading back to Ottawa. Luckily the distance between Quebec and Ontario is greater in the minds of the inhabitants than it is geographically. We were across the bridge and on MacKenzie Avenue in less than three minutes. There’s no parking near the boat pick-up. We pulled the Acura into a No Parking area on MacKenzie across from the Château Laurier and ran the rest of the way, up around the Château to the far side of the canal, finally thundering down the stone steps to the locks and the boat pickup area. At the bottom, I bent over, gasping for breath. Alvin was still descending. Didn’t matter, because the Leila Q had already pulled away.


  “Come back,” I shouted foolishly. “You’re in danger.”


  People on the path edged away from me. Not that I cared. Alvin didn’t help much in his Cape Breton tartan apron.


  “Okay, we need to find a boat, Alvin,” I said. I looked around for a boat close enough to get into. I kept my eyes on the Leila Q.


  By this time, Alvin was shimmying in panic. “What can we do? Ashley and Brittany are on that boat!”


  “I know that, Alvin. We have to keep calm. Hang on, what are those things bobbing on the water?”


  “Where?”


  “Out there!” I pointed, then turned to the nearest tourist and said, “I need your binoculars, please.”


  He goggled at me.


  “Now!”


  I turned the binoculars toward the boat. “Oh my god!”


  “What is it?”


  “Life jackets, Alvin. They’ve thrown off the life jackets. They’re drifting away from the boat.”


  The man who owned the binoculars said, “How deep is it here?”


  I had no idea. But the Leila Q was steaming away from the life jackets. A low boom echoed across the Ottawa River. The next sound we heard was the passengers on the Leila Q screaming.


  “What’s happening?” Alvin shrieked.


  I managed to answer through my aching throat. “I imagine that’s some kind of explosion on the bottom of the boat. If our plotters are successful, the boat will take in water and sink. Lots of lawyers on the bottom. That’s what they want.”


  A crowd had gathered, and a buzz went through it. “But everyone will drown!” Alvin shrieked.


  “That’s what they want. Dead lawyers. Anyone else is just collateral damage. These people are insane,” I said, grimly. “Let’s hope the 911 calls made a difference. We have to get out there.” To our left, two men in a passing motor boat revved the engine. Other people had begun running toward the dock. “I need to get out there,” I yelled. “My stepkids are on that boat!” I didn’t wait for an okay. I just hopped on board. Alvin was right behind me.


  The swirl of sirens sounded in the background. Fire engines parked on the nearest bridge. We could see the fire crews arriving at the dock on the Quebec side. Our boat bounced up and down, its bottom slapping on the waves as we headed toward the sinking Leila Q. Others mobilized beside us. The boat went down fast. Dozens of people bobbed and thrashed in the turbulent water.


  We were able to reach out and grab for the floating life jackets to toss to the thrashing swimmers. I tossed one to a woman treading water. She seemed reasonably cool, so the four of us worked to haul her thrashing, sputtering neighbour into the boat first. I looked around wildly for Brittany and Ashley. Ray had trusted me, and now his girls might never come back from their wonderful sporty fundraising week in Ottawa. Had they still been on the boat as it sank?


  Alvin shouted. “Look!”


  Sure enough Brittany was holding her own, as a panicky man seemed to cling to her. No sign of Ashley, but I reminded myself that Ray had called them his “water rats”.


  I felt a swell of relief as the first of several Zodiacs with a crew of three firefighters sped toward the bobbing victims. They were joined by more Zodiacs from the Gatineau service. Other emergency personnel had commandeered small boats from both sides and were picking up swimmers and dragging them on board.


  As the waters cleared and our boat circled the area, I spotted Ashley, blonde hair darkened by the river water, staying afloat and doing a slow, elegant Australian crawl toward the waiting Zodiac with her arm bent, expertly holding somone’s head above water. Of course, leave it to Ray to make sure his girls had lifeguard training.


  I took out my cellphone and called P. J. “Here’s your payoff. Head down to the locks by Parliament Hill. You’ll have the story of your dreams and my nightmares.”


  EIGHTEEN


  
    So what’s wrong with lawyer jokes?

    -Lawyers don’t think they’re funny,

    and nobody else realizes they’re jokes.

  


  If the amount of time you spend in the cop shop is any indication, it’s only marginally better being a witness than being a suspect.


  At the end of my long, complexstatement, I said, “Leonard here can back me up.” I glanced at Mombourquette, who was watching, arms crossed, eyes half-lidded.


  “You knew this was going to happen why?” the interrogating officer said. Most likely because of the serious nature of my accusations against Wentzell, Mombourquette had brought in a very senior dude indeed. I had already forgotten his name, if he’d ever given it, but it was obvious from his body language that he was way up the ladder.


  “I’ve already answered that. Twice. I got a joke in my mailbox. And, more importantly, I got what the joke was intended to convey. My, um, friend’s daughters went on the cruise in place of me and would have died if I hadn’t figured out what that joke meant and passed the information on to our mutual friend, Leonard. But once more, let me tell you the story: Annalisa Fillmore, Jamie Kilpatrick, Kristen Wentzell and France Cardarelle had lost loved ones and blamed the legal system for not taking action, specifically lawyers who help their clients to evade the kind of punishment these people felt they deserved. I guess they also didn’t find the existing services to the bereaved sufficiently calming and decided to make a point. So they rigged up a conspiracy: each one of them would contribute a name, someone they felt deserved to die as retribution for a wrong-doing. One was chosen to commit the murder, while the person with the grudge had an unassailable alibi. Each one of them got the satisfaction, if you could call it that, of revenge without much danger of being caught. For instance, Annalisa Fillmore hated Rollie Thorsten, and everyone knew it. So, he was killed while she was in full public view, eliminating her from suspicion. I think I was part of the plan all along. Annalisa knew I shared her loathing for Brugel. They were most likely counting on me to catch on to the joke theme, and they figured I’d work hard to pin the crimes on Brugel, an easy target. I believe the group had solid reasons for a shared hatred for Brugel too. Getting him blamed was an extra motivation for them.”


  “Who killed Rollie?”


  “It had to have been Madame Cardarelle, as Jamie Kilpatrick was being interrogated here by your own Kristen Wentzell at the time. You never got back to me on that, Leonard, but I’m thinking I’m right and it fits perfectly with my theory. These people collaborated beautifully.”


  The cop and Mombourquette exchanged glances pretty well confirming that.


  I kept talking. “So Madame Cardarelle was the only possibility. I imagine that Wentzell would have been able to get her mitts on a weapon that wouldn’t be traced.”


  “So who was Madame Cardarelle’s target?”


  “Her own husband, the judge. She hated him with a passion, especially since her teenage son died after his father refused to allow him to come home. Judge Cardarelle was killed while she was undergoing surgery. My theory is that Wentzell offered the judge that nut-laced cookie. He might not have respected cops, but he wouldn’t have feared her. And if he put up any resistance, she would have had her weapon handy.”


  I could tell the new guy didn’t like this story any more than Mombourquette had. They were both going to hate the next bit. I kept going. “Why Wentzell, you wonder? Well, I’m pretty sure her real target was Anstruther.”


  Mombourquette jerked. “What?”


  “I think if you check that pile of paper I brought in and asked you to read, you’ll discover a small item about Anstruther’s partner being killed four years ago, shot while they were on a routine patrol in the market. Right outside Red Roxxxy’s, in fact. He was a young guy, left behind his grieving fiancée, one Kristen Wentzell. I guess she wasn’t even a cop then. But I wonder if there wasn’t some talk that if Anstruther had done his job right, his partner wouldn’t have been killed. Of course, Wentzell would have a hate-on for Brugel too. As a police officer, she was able to track Bunny’s current address. Plus she knew Anstruther had the Brugel connection. And she would have had an unassailable alibi for the night Anstruther was run off the road. On duty in full view of her own partner, I’m thinking.”


  Again with the looks.


  “And Roxanne,” Mombourquette said. “Who killed her?”


  “I thought for a while it was Wentzell.”


  Mombourquette shook his head. “Airtight alibi.”


  “It would have to have been Jamie Kilpatrick then.”


  “Too bad he drowned when the Leila Q sank,” the senior officer said. “We can’t really ask him.”


  “Remind me again, why the burglar was involved?” Mombourquette asked.


  He had me there.


  “I never told you because I still don’t know,” I admitted. “But I have to leave something for you guys to investigate. I’m sure you’ll work it out.”


  
    * * *
  


  My family managed to stay on top of the Ottawa news even on their Mediterranean cruise. Stan somehow got the Ottawa Citizen on his laptop. Don’t ask me to explain how that all works. P. J.’s story had quite the impact. They could count themselves lucky that I hadn’t given them the blow-by-blow description of my evening at police headquarters and the debriefing about the sinking of the Leila Q and the Shattered Families plot. I didn’t angle for a sympathy vote by telling them about my shoulder, as it seemed to be mending nicely. Anyway, I didn’t want to spend the whole day yakking.


  While busily carting dishes and glassware to the backyard, I’d already had awkward telephone conversations with my father and all three brothers-in-law, especially Conn, the recently retired detective. My sister Donalda had given me an earful as I set out the napkins. Now my sister Alexa was squawking. I was holding the phone away from my ear. It’s hard to do anything else when there’s a full-sister assault.


  Before she could launch into more recriminations, I decided on a distraction, “All right, but we’re all okay here. In fact, we’re just about to have a big party for Ray’s girls. They’re upstairs getting dressed and we’re rushing around preparing. No, I’m not making the food. Don’t be silly. Alvin has done a great job. I think he’s used some of your recipes. What? Of course, the place looks all right. More than. That reminds me, put Edwina on.”


  After the requisite squawks, I said, “Good news. Your Jacki Jewell is a giant pain, but she sold the house. She’s picking up the signed offer tonight, in spite of the fact that we’re having a party and maybe even because it’s not in the least bit convenient. All to say, please, never again set one of your rabid realtors on me. I couldn’t stand the woman.”


  Edwina snapped, “What are you talking about, my Jacki Jewell? Don’t try to distract me, missy. How do you get yourself into these situations that—”


  “Well, you told her I wanted to—”


  “As if I would get mixed up in trying to sell your house. It would have needed to be completely gutted before anyone would take a look at it. And if I did, I certainly wouldn’t pick that Jacki Jewell. She’s a real flake. There are dozens of terrific real estate agents in Ottawa, why would I—?”


  “You didn’t send her? No need to snort, Edwina. I guess she fibbed to get the job. That shouldn’t be a surprise. Troubling, and entirely in character, in fact. But, never mind, I guess the main thing is, she sold the house. Anyway, I have to go. We have nearly two dozen people on their way to our little backyard shindig any minute. Oh, Mrs. Parnell’s arriving now and the girls are all ready to meet the guests.”


  When the Paratranspo van’s door opened, Alvin met Mrs. Parnell with open arms and his Cape Breton tartan apron. He left the Colonel and the Major to look after themselves and took over the operation of getting Mrs. P. wheeled into the backyard to sit in splendour on the lawn near the table and in front of the Tuscan fresco. It was a beautiful evening, close to the longest day of the year, warm and bright, without the familiar haze of humidity. I was tasked with stacking up cups to serve the chowder. Alvin had a vat of it sitting on a hot plate on a serving table. The aroma was making my mouth water.


  I was still stewing about Jacki Jewell’s duplicity and Alvin was still blathering, “It’s a kitchen party, Violet! But our kitchen is so small we have to move the gang outside. But aside from that it’ll be the traditional type.”


  “Splendid, dear boy. I’m all for tradition, as you know.” Gussie nuzzled up to her in greeting. The Colonel and the Major limped behind, jockeying for position.


  I have to admit the backyard looked amazing. Even the two-fours of Moosehead and Keith’s seemed festive. Alvin had attached lanterns around the perimeter and somehow rigged up a long table in the grass. It was covered with a white tablecloth that draped invitingly and stacks of Cape Breton tartan napkins dotted the surface. As I didn’t own any white tablecloths, I was pretty sure that my white sheets had been put to good use. Luckily that’s not the kind of thing I get tied in knots over. I didn’t like to speculate as to where the two dozen lawn chairs had come from.


  Mrs. Parnell was looking very much at home and probably euphoric to be out on the town again. I made sure she had a tumbler of Harvey’s Bristol Cream in her hand in record time. “Without your quick work, a lot of innocent people could have died when the Leila Q sank, Mrs. P.”


  She said, “Glad to be of service and wish I could have done more. I suppose this is a bit too late, given that James Kilpatrick is dead, but I found another connection for you.”


  “What is it?”


  “The drunk driver who killed Kilpatrick’s grandparents, was a man named Foster Whitby. He’s had dozens of drunk driving charges and convictions over the past twentysome years. But the first time he got off from a case that badly injured a young woman, his lawyer was—”


  “Roxanne Terrio, before she turned her back on defence and took up real estate law.”


  “Precisely, Ms MacPhee!”


  “If he’d been convicted, perhaps he wouldn’t have been on the road to collide with Jamie Kilpatrick’s grandparents.”


  “So it would seem.”


  “We can only hope the various authorities will be able to confirm that when they interrogate Kristen Wentzell and France Cardarelle. At least the sinking of the Leila Q was so serious that they can’t ignore my theories any more. Too bad the other information we have about the Shattered Families plot is such a combination of guesswork and circumstance that a good lawyer will have them out in no time. Unless someone confesses. And I’m not too confident of that. We should make sure that Mombourquette knows about this latest twist.”


  We both turned at the tweedledee of a fiddle. Someone was tuning up. I thought I spotted my grouchy neighbour with her nose pressed to the window. This should be fun, I decided.


  I took a minute to leave Mombourquette a telephone message about Kilpatrick and the Whitby/Roxanne Terrio connection and then turned my attention to the party.


  “The girls are really excited about the party, Violet. You have to meet them.” Alvin trilled. “They’ve brought some of their friends from the team too. Listen to that. One of them brought a fiddle, and the other one has her guitar. I think we’ll have some great music.”


  Aside from one tuning her fiddle and the one tuning her guitar, the rest of the gaggle of girls in bright skimpy dresses and fancy flipflops were making a fuss over Mrs. Parnell’s little cat.


  “I imagine they’re glad to be alive,” Mrs. Parnell said, waving to P. J. who was making a beeline for the bar. “And ready to celebrate that. Are you having a big crowd?”


  “You have no idea,” I whispered. “It’s gotten totally out of hand.”


  Alvin said, “I’ll introduce you. No point in waiting for Camilla to do it.”


  I heard a screech. Brakes? I dashed to the side fence in time to see Elaine’s old Pathfinder come perilously close to my neighbour’s glossy Beamer. Mombourquette slithered out of the passenger seat. He looked like he wanted to kiss the ground. I understood. I’ve been in that passenger seat, although only when I had no choice.


  “Why did you invite Mombourquette, anyway, Alvin. What were you thinking? He gave me a lot of grief about this whole thing with the Shattered Families gang. Anyway, he’s been such a pain in the—”


  Of course, at the sound of Elaine’s voice, I snapped my mouth shut.


  Alvin put his hands on his tartan hips and said, “Think about it. Leonard is Ray’s cousin, isn’t he? So in that case, he’s practically—”


  “Only a second cousin, I believe.”


  “Whatever. Lord thundering Jesus, if you will let me finish a sentence for once, Camilla, he’s related to Ashley and Brittany too.”


  “What does that make them? Fourth cousins twice removed? Hardly worth keeping on your Christmas card list.”


  “First, since when do you have a Christmas card list? And second, the relationship is closer than that. You’d better get used to it. If things keep on so lovey-dovey with you and Ray, Leonard Mombourquette could be your relative.”


  I don’t know what got my back up more—lovey-dovey or the prospect of Mombourquette as some kind of kin. Anyway, I didn’t know how lovey-dovey things would be once Ray realized that I’d almost gotten his daughters killed.


  What a rat’s nest this past week had turned into. Elaine rounded the corner and I was glad I had stopped my Mombourquette routine just in time.


  “Hi Elaine. Isn’t this something?”


  Elaine loves a party and she was prepared. “You want traditional Cape Breton foods? Here’s my contribution. Nanaimo bars. I bought them myself.”


  “Traditional Cape Breton foods? But Nanaimo bars aren’t—”


  “That’s cool,” Alvin said. “Every Canadian loves Nanaimo bars.”


  “And deviled eggs, from Leonard.”


  I suppose there were benefits. Deviled eggs are my drug of choice. When my sisters make them for me, it’s always because they want something. Because of the deviled eggs, I often cave in. What the hell did Mombourquette want?


  I took both containers from Elaine’s hands. “Where’s Leonard?”


  Elaine stretched and yawned. “Out front. Checking his phone messages. He’ll be in soon. I’m really looking forward to meeting these girls, Camilla. What are they like?”


  “The girls? They seem kind of magnificent. Although I’m not sure what they’re like, Elaine. I haven’t gotten close to them.” I was saved from that conversational foray by the arrival of Bunny, Tonya, Destiny and dolly. Coco Bentley followed them in. She had brought two bottles of Glen Breton single malt whisky.


  She said, “I am so astonished that France Cardarelle has a new little dog, Lulu, of all things. Cute as anything. Were you surprised? Did you invite her here today? She seems quite taken with you and your dog.”


  I decided against filling Coco in on the details of the Shattered Families’ plot while in the middle of our party. I knew most likely France Cardarelle wouldn’t have little Lulu for long. It was just a matter of time now before she was arrested and charged with conspiracy and murder. Sad for Lulu. On the other hand, Coco could use some canine company and that would solve a problem. “You know something? I see a little dog in your future, Coco.”


  As Coco drifted off, I turned to Bunny and his family.


  “Tonya,” I said, holding up my hand to silence Bunny’s latest round of abject apologies. “Bunny said you recognized one of the people in the photos. Who was it?”


  “I didn’t,” Tonya said. “I’d never seen any of them before.”


  I took a deep breath and went with my latest brain wave. “By any chance, were you talking about the brochure of Jacki Jewell, the realtor that was with the offer to purchase the house? Had you seen her on posters? Something like that?”


  “You can hardly miss her picture around town, but I saw her on our street, walking along, right in front of our house. She commented on our unit and even asked me to let her know if I wanted to list it.”


  “Really.”


  I slipped back into the house and took a chance on one more call.


  “Just deny it if it’s not true, Loreena. Was Jacki Jewell one of the members of Ottawa Bereavement Services who left and joined Shattered Families? Maybe after the initial group started?”


  Her sharp intake of breath was all I needed. “You know I can’t discuss anything to do with—”


  I hustled out to the backyard to find Leonard Mombourquette and said, “Good work, Leonard, on getting those resources there in time to save the passengers on the Leila Q. I can almost forgive you for ignoring my desperate pleas for help.”


  Mombourquette said, “Elaine. She’s starting. You said I could leave if she did.”


  “No, no, Leonard. I’m not starting. Just to show you there’s no hard feelings, I’m going to give you a chance to make one last arrest. It’s a surprise. Hope you’ve got your gun.”


  “What gun? You never quit, do you, MacPhee?”


  “Not until it’s over, I don’t. Come with me. Alvin, call 911! Don’t stare, just do it. Don’t use your cell. Tell them it’s an assault in progress and then hang up.”


  I scampered into the house, followed by Leonard, and waited for the surprise. Jacki Jewell didn’t let me down. “Hello,” she said. “I know you’re in the middle of your party. Your assistant has been very excited planning it. Sorry to butt in, but I brought you some lemon squares. Everyone loves lemon squares. I did up a special large one just for you.”


  “I bet you did,” I said. “Do you want to put them down for a minute?”


  “Sure,” she said, smiling.


  Destiny galloped into the living room, pursuing Gussie, who seemed anxious to get away. She stopped and stared at the lemon squares.


  I said, “Tell me, Jacki, did Roxanne ever suspect a thing?”


  Jacki’s crisp jaw dropped. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”


  “I think you do.”


  Destiny’s eyes stayed on the squares.


  I said, “You’d had real estate dealings with her. You were in and out of the Terrio and Fox offices all the time. You would have found out a bit about her habits. Perhaps more than Kristen Wentzell did in their meeting. You could have learned when she was heading out to Gatineau park without exciting the least bit of suspicion. Then, of course, you’d make sure you had an alibi when Jamie Kilpatrick, another cyclist, knocked her off her bike. No one would ever guess Roxanne’s connection with the driver who killed Jamie’s grandparents. Oh yes, nicely played. Of course, it’s just a matter of time until one of the others rolls over on you.”


  Destiny picked up the large square that was intended for me and licked her lips. Behind her, Gussie licked his lips too. Destiny opened her mouth wide enough to pop in the entire square. Jacki stared. Just in time, I twigged. I snatched the square from Destiny and handed it to Mombourquette. “Better get this analyzed, Leonard. Here’s a woman who doesn’t mind if a child dies so she can make her point. Do you, Jacki?”


  Destiny set up a loud shriek, enough to bring Bunny and Tonya running.


  Jacki whispered, “It was for you. I wouldn’t have let the child die.”


  “Very sporting of you. You didn’t mind if her father died, though, did you?”


  “That’s different. He was a thief. A vile thief. He robbed my mother’s house. She never got over it, the sense of violation. She died well before her time. People like him do immeasureable harm.” She glared at Bunny and curled her lip in contempt. “Some of the victims never recover from the damage.” She turned her attention to me. “Do you know that? Do you even care? You certainly had no problem defending him. I remember how easily you made mincemeat out of that inexperienced prosecutor. You earned your living ensuring that criminals like this stayed out of jail. My mother was never the same after that burglary. Her life was shortened. He should have paid and you should have too. Instead he went on to have a wife and a child and lead a charmed life, and you just keep making trouble.”


  “When you made the deal with Annalisa to burn his house down, he and his child would almost certainly have died. Forget what piddling crimes you think Bunny and I might be guilty of, what kind of monster does that make you? You were willing to become a child killer to act out your revenge fantasies.”


  Tonya and Bunny stared with horror at the woman who had come so close to ending their lives. I tried not to be bothered by the fact that Jacki would certainly find a lawyer who would bring tears to the eyes of the jury by trotting out the sad case of her mother. And maybe he’d succeed with the crazy defence too.


  “Jacki, this is Sergeant Leonard Mombourquette of Major Crimes. Did you know that the sergeant here was a good friend of Roxanne’s? He’s really looking forward to talking to you at the station.”


  As she bolted for the front door, the sight of a pair of uniformed officers stopped her. 911. You gotta love it. She turned back to me.


  I said, “Don’t try to escape through the backyard. There are people here who might take issue with you about your part in the sinking of the Leila Q.”


  “I wasn’t on the boat! Jamie and the others did most of that. My job was to take care of you in case you didn’t actually accept the invitations.”


  “Which I didn’t. That almost got my friend’s children killed. Their father is a police officer. Don’t think he’ll be forgetting about that soon. Nor will anyone forget Steve Anstruther,” I said. “You took care of him, didn’t you? I’m betting that’s why you had your vehicle vinyl-wrapped. To hide the damage without actually going to a body shop when the police were investigating Anstruther’s so-called accident. It will be easy enough to check for scrapes and dents behind the vinyl. Of course, you planned that ahead of time in order to have your custom vinyl wrap with your photo and name made. Because you like to think of everything, although, in this case, that advance planning will make life a bit more difficult for your defence.”


  The look on Jacki’s face told me these wild speculations hit the mark.


  Mombourquette took over. “Sorry, Ms Jewell. I have a bit of bad news for you. It looks like Steve is going to recover. And there’s an excellent chance he’ll recognize you as the person who forced him off the road. Of course, we’ll be able to compare paint from your vehicle to the traces found on his too.”


  Jacki slumped against the wall as Mombourquette stepped forward. “Even more bad news, lady. Now I get to take care of you. I guess this is your last house party.”


  He was in the middle of the arrest when I had a horrible thought, “I hope this doesn’t wreck the house sale.”


  
    * * *
  


  As the uniforms, Mombourquette, Jacki Jewell and the lemon squares zoomed off to Elgin Street, I pushed open the back door to return to the party and stopped to watch. Brittany and Ashley were alternately gobbling deviled eggs and regaling Mrs. Parnell with some tale of dragon boat racing, I guess, or maybe their dramatic Sunday afternoon boat ride. No wait. She was regaling them. One of those WW II fighter reenactments.


  She paused in the telling to blow a few smoke rings. They add a certain drama to any retelling.


  One of the girls threw back her head and laughed long and hard at something Mrs. Parnell said. They sure had amazing teeth. Ray must have spent a fortune at the orthodonist for the two of them. The other one laughed too, reinforcing the point.


  Maybe they were turning out all right after all. But they weren’t getting all the deviled eggs. Age has its privileges.


  The fish chowder was a hit and we all fell on it like wolves. Even Gussie looked impressed at the frenzy. He and the cat got their own small bowls. By the time we were stuffing our faces with oat cakes and blueberry grunt and the surprisingly wonderful date tarts known as Cape Breton Pork Pies, Elaine had ingratiated herself with both the girls and their friends. They all got big giant clinches. When Elaine Ekstein hugs you, you know you’ve been hugged. P. J. was angling for a wide variety of hugs.


  But by far the best part of the evening, better even than Jacki’s arrest, was the surprise visitor.


  Ashley or maybe Brittany shrieked, “Dad!” They both flung themselves at the grinning man at the door.


  I spilled my Moosehead in surprise. I wanted to do a little flinging of myself too, but I wasn’t sure how well I’d be received.


  
    * * *
  


  The food and the guests were gone, the sky was starting to lighten, and Ray and I were sitting alone in a quiet corner, surrounded by party debris, when I finally got to say, “I am so sorry. I almost got your girls killed.”


  “Lennie explained it to me. No way you could have known. And they didn’t get killed. You pulled out all the stops, Camilla. Lennie told me that too. Even so, I guess there’s only one thing I can do.”


  I bit my lip. I knew that Ray had put up with a lot from me. I was going to be lost without him.


  He said, “I haven’t wanted to talk to you about this until I had everything worked out. This long-distance relationship is really difficult.”


  I hated my desolate vision of lonely nights without Ray on the end of the phone line. I reached over, and picked up the last soothing Nanaimo bar and shoved it into my mouth in one gulp.


  Eventually I was able to swallow and say, “Is it really necessary? I am sorry. I’ll try to be more…” I wasn’t sure more what.


  “I can’t change my mind now,” he said. “I’ve put too much into it.”


  “Into breaking up with me?”


  “What are you talking about? I’m not breaking up with you. I’ve arranged a job with the Ottawa Police Services.”


  I stared at him.


  “Why do you have that look on your face? I know, you think the Ottawa guys are a bunch of bums, but it’s a good force and the chief is from New Waterford. Excellent opportunity for me. I’ve been brushing up on my French with this intensive weekend course. I’m told my Acadian French might not cut it up here.”


  “I don’t understand. You’re going to leave Sydney?”


  He shrugged. “My girls have left home already. It’s too quiet and it’s lonely. I miss them.”


  “I may even miss them a bit myself,” I said. To my surprise, that wasn’t as big a fib as it might have been.


  “They’re moving on with their lives. You’re here in Ottawa, getting into a lot of trouble without me.”


  “It wasn’t my fault. Things got complicated.”


  “Life with you is always complicated,” Ray said. “Lucky for me, it’s worth it. So now you’ll just have to put up with me to add to your complications, Camilla. Like now, you have chocolate on your mouth. Let me fix that for you.”
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